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SUMMER OF 2014

• The Summer of 2014 was by most accounts the smokiest 
summer in living memory in the Northwest Territories. 

• 3,400 km2 of forest burned and the air quality over the entire 
summer was believed to be the worst ever recorded in 
Canada. 

• Ecology North and Canadian Association of Physicians for the 
Environment teamed up to study the impacts of this historic 
season on the NWT health system and on NWT residents.
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IMPACT OF SMOKE ON PEOPLE

• Persistent cough

• sore eyes

• increased anxiety

• Stress

• Fear

• Feelings of isolation 

• With warnings to stay indoors on 
smoky days and avoid strenuous 
exercise people were not able to enjoy 
the outdoors in the same way as usual 
(and necessary) in the long days of our 
northern summer.  

• The project team interviewed 26 
NWT residents on film asking them 
how they were impacted by the smoke, 
the interviews showed the breadth of 
impacts on everyone’s lives throughout 
the summer.  

• The team developed four mini 
documentaries, three are specific to 
communities, with one final one 
providing an overview of the project. 
They can be viewed on the Ecology 
North website at 
www.ecologynorth.ca



IMPACT OF 
SMOKE ON THE 

HEALTH SYSTEM

• The Summer of Smoke project 
was a
study that looked at both the 
impacts on the NWT health 
system, while at the same time 
listening to people’s stories of 
how the smoke impacted their 
lives. 

• The project focused on four 
communities Yellowknife, Kakisa, 
and N’dilo and Dettah (together 
known as YKDFN).

• The study found that people 
with pre-existing health 
problems like asthma had 
increased symptoms. 



COMMUNITY H ISTORY:

THE  H ISTORY OF  OUR 
PEOPLE  AND HOW CL IMATE  
CHANGE I S  IMPACTING OUR 

HEALTH

• The NWT is one of the most 
impacted areas in Canada in regards 
to climate change.  

• Drought conditions, and lengthening 
shoulder seasons have led to increases 
in forest fire risk.  

• The summer of 2014 highlighted the 
risk of increased variability and 
extremes in the forest fire seasons in 
the Boreal Forest. 

• In 2014 smoke blanketed the Territory 
and led to fear, isolation, hardship and 
even had measurable health impacts 
on the population.  







Community had to evacuate to nearest town (Hay River, NT) 
Main access road closed to public



WHAT DID PEOPLE HAVE TO 
SAY SAY ABOUT BREATHING 

AND THE SMOKE?

Nora Simba, Health Worker, Kakisa

“Especially for the elders and the  young, 
the young children… it’s not good to 

inhale the smoke.”

Jackie Smith, N’Dilo

“I had to watch that smoke cause it was 
hard for me to  breathe with my asthma.” 



“Smoke Apocalypse”:
5:30PM July30th, 2014              

FEAR AND ISOLATION: 
CONSEQUENCES FOR MENTAL 

HEALTH

“It was scary, frightening, it's like, for a while I 
thought that the community was going to burn 

down in your home. Yeah.” 

(Female participant from Kakisa)

“You know, I think that uh, people were more 
isolated because people weren't out working in 

their gardens."

(Female participant from Yellowknife)



‘THE LOST SUMMER’: CONSEQUENCES FOR 
OUTDOOR ACTIVITIES

“Last summer, because of the smoke, it was so thick, even kids, they can’t even play outside.  
They usually have all those kids outdoors.  Nothing. They all stick inside.”

Female participant, N’Dilo

“You want to go out and do some like, activities out on the land and stuff, and they kind of 
made us stay home, like, we always go out like I have a boat and stuff like, my family and 
that we go out and we usually stay for,  go camping in the summer. But yeah it kinda put 

a damper on that for a while cause it's can't go out in the smoke and you don't know 
where you're going and just that the smoke was too thick.”

Male participant, Dettah



“It's pretty dry, this year we hardly see any berries, ‘cause the fires I think burned 
all the berries. 
And the ones you did find they were like just small and dried up, and there's no 
water, no rain, 
and yeah, it's been pretty awful the past couple of years now.”

(Female participant, Kakisa)

“But animals are not like that and animals are dying, it's so sad. 
And wherever you go you know, you expect, you expect to see birds and you 
expect to see some live food, 
because we need our country food. Our elders are suffering because they're not 
eating their country food. 
I can't live on chicken. I can't live on pork chop. I can't live on beef. You know? 
It don't taste as good as caribou meat and moose meat. 
This is how I was brought up ever since I was very very young.” 

(Female participant, N’Dilo)

CHANGING LANDSCAPES, 
ENVIRONMENT AND RELATIONSHIP TO 

TRADITIONAL ACTIVITIES



Situating the ‘summer of smoke’ within broader climate change processes
“It is, it is hard. But now, I know, like you know, the more we get the 
message out there, the more we educate how 
important climate change is to our way of life and our lifestyle in the north 
and the preservation of the only fresh water in the world? 
Not only impacts me and my family but everybody else, on this earth.”
(Female participant, N’Dilo).



LAST WORD: 

“We have global warming now.  We have to start thinking about 
change.  Regardless of what we do or what we say,

the climate’s going to change.  Be prepared for 
everything…especially for the children, so they won’t be afraid.”

Muriel Betsina, Yellowknives Dene



MAHSI CHO!

Melaine Simba-Environment Coordinator
Ka’a’gee Tu First Nation (Kakisa Lake, NT)
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