
Impacts of wildfires: aftermath at 
individual and community levels?
Judith Kulig and Ivan Townshend, University of Lethbridge, Dana Edge, 
Queen’s University, William Reimer, Concordia University and Nancy 
Lightfoot, Laurentian University consider impacts on individuals and 
communities in two rural communities in Canada.
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ABSTRACT

Wildfires are becoming a greater concern 
in many areas of the world. In this 
article, focus is on wildfires in two rural 
communities in Canada with emphasis 
on the aftermath at both the individual 
and community levels. Through open-
ended interviews, information was 
generated about individual experiences 
with recovery and the creation of groups 
in the communities post-wildfire. The 
findings reveal that despite the differences 
in the severity of the fires, residents at 
both sites experienced impacts after the 
event. Disaster management implications 
include the need to focus on all community 
residents, not just those who experienced 
losses, while investing in the social 
rebuilding of communities. 

Introduction
Wildfires are becoming a greater concern for a variety 
of reasons including climate change and increasing 
residential densities in wildland-urban interface areas 
(Brown, Hall & Westerling 2004, Ostry et al. 2008). 
Analysing past wildfire events offers the opportunity 
to document and understand evacuation and recovery 
experiences of individuals. 

Literature
Research literature about the human and social 
impacts of such events on individuals and communities 
is limited, inconclusive, and equivocal. Some literature 
exists about mental health effects (Usher-Pines 2009) 
including research demonstrating an elevated risk 
for psychopathology among evacuated residents who 
sought emergency relief services (Marshall et al. 2007). 
Jones et al. (2002) examined the psychological impacts 
of fires on children and their parents and concluded 
that those with high losses had higher levels of post-
traumatic stress disorder. However, the literature is 
contradictory and inconclusive about the temporal 

effects and duration of such responses for those who 
experience wildfires (Jones et al. 2002, McFarlane, 
Clayer & Bookless 1997). 

Studies conducted in several American states confirm 
that in communities which have experienced wildfires, 
cohesion and conflict frequently occur among individual 
community members (Blatner et al. 2003; Carroll 
et al. 2005; Carroll et al. 2006). Carroll et al. (2005) 
found there were tensions between and within such 
communities attributed to variations in fire-related 
experiences. Tensions were experienced due to 
evacuation experiences (Cohn, Carroll & Kumagi 2006), 
fire attack processes (Carroll et al. 2005, Whittaker & 
Mercer 2004), or recovery experiences (Carroll et al. 
2005). Findings from the Lost Creek Fire experience 
revealed that community cohesion and functioning 
were positively affected post-wildfire (Reimer et al. 
2013). This growing body of literature provides an 
enhanced understanding of the wildfire experience but 
there is no concluding evidence about the connection, if 
any, between personal property losses and the impact 
of the event. This article reports on the aftermath from 
wildfires as experienced by the two rural communities 
in western Canada to answer the following question: 
‘Does the severity level of wildfires based on loss 
make a difference to the experience of individual and 
community impacts?’ 

Study sites
Assessment of the Canadian National Disaster 
database (2012) generated a list of communities 
that had experienced wildfires with significant 
property damage and evacuation. From this list two 
communities in rural areas were chosen for further 
examination1. The first, in the Barriere area of central 
British Columbia, was the location of the 2003 McLure 
Fire caused by human error (the discarding of a lit 
cigarette as reported in Filmon 2004). It resulted in 
the evacuation of over 3 000 residents from several 
communities, the loss of 90 structures (homes, barns 
and other outdoor buildings), and burned 26 420 
hectares of forested land. 

1 Rural communities are defined as those with less than 10 000 
residents outside the commuting zone of urban areas (du 
Plessis et al. 2001).
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Importantly, the community’s major source of 
employment—a sawmill—burned down in the fire and 
was never rebuilt, adding to the losses experienced 
by the community. The second site, LaRonge, in 
northern Saskatchewan is comprised of three adjoining 
communities (the town of LaRonge, the village of Air 
Ronge, and the Lac La Ronge Indian Band2). It was 
the site of the 1999 Mallard Fire that was ignited 
by a lightning strike. Several hundred people were 
evacuated while the fire moved rapidly over an eight 
kilometre front, destroying 13 homes, ten of which 
were in an exclusive lakeside area. 

Methods
The larger multi-methods study examined the links 
between wildfire experiences and community resilience 
(Kulig et al. 2011, Kulig et al. in press). It was conducted 
in collaboration with the participating communities 
using local advisory committees, local research 
assistants, and visits to the sites to conduct field 
work and discuss the findings. This article details the 
qualitative interviews conducted at both sites. 

The research assistants were trained before 
conducting the 57 interviews in 2008 with residents 
from the two participating communities. Purposeful 
sampling was used to ensure that key organisations, 
policy-makers, and citizens affected by the fire 
recovery efforts were included in the sample. 
Subsequent to providing informed consent and 

2 The Lac La Ronge Indian Band is the largest First Nation in 
Saskatchewan.

completion of a demographic form, the research 
assistants used a series of open-ended questions to 
determine participant assessment of the community 
and fire experience. Examples of these questions 
include: ‘How do you define a community?’, ‘What 
was your role in the community during and after 
the fire?’, and ‘What is the community like since 
the fire?’ All of the interviews were recorded and 
confidentially transcribed. There were no refusals 
and data saturation was reached after 30 interviews 
at the McLure site and after 27 interviews at the 
La Ronge site.

Transcripts were analysed while the interviews 
were being conducted. This involved recording 
notes and re-reading the documents and reflecting 
on their meaning (Liamputtong 2013). In thematic 
analysis, frequent comparisons between and within 
the interviews occurs in order to identify common 
categories that describes the participants’ perspectives 
(Schatzman & Strauss 1973). The categories led to the 
development of themes that were discussed with the 
advisory members to ensure the data were analysed 
appropriately for each local context. During this 
process, teleconference meetings were held with the 
research assistants to discuss the preliminary findings 
and ensure that clarification of emerging issues 
was achieved.

The adult participants included both genders and 
represented a range of professions. Participants 
experienced evacuation, helped fight the fires (as 
professionals and as individuals trying to save their 
home), and assisted with the recovery efforts of 
their communities or neighborhoods. While some 

Barriere study area La Ronge study area
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participants had left the La Ronge area, the majority 
remained in the community after the fire, so the 
interview responses represented a local perspective of 
the events and their aftermath. 

Results
All participants were asked to discuss being a 
member of their community and their perceptions of 
the community’s cohesion and resilience. Both the 
communities were described as friendly, welcoming, 
and caring with a strong sense of identity. In addition, 
both were described as having resilient characteristics, 
including cohesiveness, a willingness to help one 
another, a sense of community pride, and leadership 
that was proactive in addressing concerns. 

‘Feeling Closer’—‘Lingering Effects’

The findings revealed a range of emotional effects from 
the fires. ‘Feeling closer’ was a common expression 
used by people in both communities. One woman from 
Barriere summarised a common sentiment among the 
participants as:

‘I was really amazed how we were so taken care of and 
how everyone pulled in together. I really think that the fire 
really brought this community together.’ 

According to some, a greater sense of community 
cohesiveness had occurred since the disaster with an 
overall decrease in negativity. One female participant 
from La Ronge talked about how the experience of the 
disaster created a different kind of mentality among 
community members:

‘You’re part of my group now, because that happened to 
me, so maybe that brings us closer together or suddenly 
where we had no other reason to be friends or anything, 
we become friends. And probably disasters bring people 
closer together faster.’

After the fire, groups such as the local Search 
and Rescue and the Emergency Social Services 
experienced an increase in volunteerism that was 
attributed to the sense of caring for one another.

Even though positive outcomes from the fires occurred, 
there were individuals who spoke about the personal 
negative impacts of the event. Lingering effects 
from the fires, including physical and mental health 
symptoms, were experienced.  These individuals found 
it difficult to cope with their losses. Other participants 
said they continued to fear that a fire would happen 
again: a fear that could simply be triggered by the smell 
of smoke. One woman from Barriere described it in 
this way: 

‘They just can’t let go of fear. We never thought it would 
happen and now we know it can happen, so we think it’s 
going to happen again.’

Feeling fragile in the wake of the fire was a common 
experience for individuals from both communities. One 
of the male participants from Barriere said, 

‘Before the fire I was fearless and capable of taking on the 
world’, while another man from the same community said, 
‘I didn’t feel I was alive until a year after the fire’.

The participants noted that the families who had lost 
homes in Barriere were under stress immediately after 
the fire. These families had to make decisions about 
rebuilding and how to manage financially, particularly 
because a number of them had no property insurance. 
For some of these families, the decision to curtail 
having property insurance, due to its high cost, led to 
guilt, regret, or frustration after they lost their home. 

There were individuals in both communities who had 
ongoing difficulties with the fires, even though they may 
not have experienced being evacuated, or may not have 
lost their home or possessions. 

Landscape around Barriere from the wildfire impact.
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One woman from La Ronge said: 

‘I didn’t personally lose a home, but I couldn’t face it. I 
couldn’t look at it because I knew there was so much pain 
and so much loss and people had lost irreplaceable items. 
It was very, very difficult because those extreme emotions 
lasted all through the summer.’

In contrast, another female participant from the same 
community talked about the long-term emotional 
impact from the fire experience: 

‘I know that for a year I was pretty screwed up. I got some 
therapy, I got some help. I left my job for two or three 
years, took a leave because I felt I wasn’t in any shape 
to be able to be supervising people or making decisions 
about people’s lives… And then the things that have 
happened to me since that fire – because that was a lot of 
loss, a lot of grief, and it wasn’t – it’s not your belongings, 
it’s never your belongings. And I mean, I loved my house 
and I loved where I lived, but it’s your animals and – I’ve 
always kept journals so I had journals since I was five 
years old, and I had pictures. So it’s your history, you know, 
that got wiped out.’ 

Interviews also revealed that other community 
members were also struggling after the fires. Fatal 
heart attacks were perceived to be on the increase in 
the months following the fire in Barriere and concerns 
about a cancer increase linked to the use of fire 
retardants were mentioned. One female participant 
from Barriere said: 

‘You look at people that have health problems, and they 
were holding their own for a while and then they went 
downhill. We lost quite a few after the fire. Since that time 
there have been major health issues in the community 
and the rates of cancer have been high. I’m not sure 
if our community has blown up because of the fire or 
what, but it is horrendous the amount of people who are 
getting cancer.’ 

The Mallard Fire threatened the lakeside resort.
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These beliefs were held by participants in both 
communities and therefore appear unrelated to the 
severity of the event. A male participant from  
La Ronge said: 

‘If you ask my father today he believes the fire is what 
killed my mother. That she ended up in such an emotional 
state around that time that her cancer came out. I mean, 
that’s his belief. I don’t know if I believe that. I mean, I 
believe that yeah, cancer lives in us all and yes, it is a big 
event sometimes or your body gets run down or something 
and suddenly that cancer becomes stronger than your 
good stuff. Was it the fire?’

Fragmented communities
Despite comments that people felt closer after the 
fires, there was evidence that several contrasting 
perspectives and experiences became important within 
the communities. After the McLure Fire these were: 

1. those who wanted the community to stay the same 
and those who wanted change

2. those who lost everything and those who lost 
nothing, and

3. those who could not move on and those who put the 
fire behind and moved forward. 

There was no evidence of outright conflict within the 
community related to these differences but they have 
the potential to serve as bases for social tensions. 

One woman from Barriere referred to the first 
contrast as:

‘I think in some instances they [impacts of the fire] are still 
ongoing. A lot of people have forgot and are willing to go 
on. But there is always that small element that seems to 
resist change. I think that some people have been changed 
for the rest of their lives from the fire.’

Another male participant from Barriere described the 
third contrast as:

‘There are some who just can’t let it go. I heard that people 
who go through great tragedies in their lives like to talk 
about it a lot, and part of that is trying to make sense of it. 
I think that is okay if you’re a positive person. I think that 
there’s a number of people who just can’t seem to get past 
the fact that we had this tragedy and we lost members 
of our community who had to move away and took their 
young families with them. It hugely impacted us and it was 
a tragedy, but we have to move on and fight back.’ 

One issue that contributed to these different responses 
in the McLure Fire was the reaction by some 
participants about the assistance provided to those 
whose property was not insured. More specifically, 
a non-profit organisation built homes for individuals 
with no house insurance. Comments were made that 
these individuals were now living in homes that looked 
considerably better than their original mobile homes. 
In addition, some individuals who had their homes 
replaced through their insurance company chose to 
leave the community to secure employment elsewhere 
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after they learned that their workplace (i.e. the Tolko 
mill) was not going to be rebuilt. When they sold their 
newly-built homes, rumours circulated that these 
individuals did not abide by proper insurance company 
regulations that you had to own and live in the home 
for a year before you could sell it. Checks with the 
insurance regulatory board confirmed that no such 
regulation existed. 

In the Mallard Fire situation, two different sets of 
viewpoints emerged. One perspective was that those 
who lost their homes did not need assistance, while 
the other was that those who lost their homes did 
not receive the assistance they needed. Some of the 
participants assumed that those who lost their homes 
at the lakeside resort area were generally more 
affluent, had the resources to rebuild, and thus, did not 
need any type of assistance. 

The participants from the lakeside resort area who had 
experienced the most losses indicated they would have 
appreciated assistance from the wider community. 
They talked about how their loss was accentuated by 
living in a community environment that did not 
acknowledge their significance. Other viewpoints also 
emerged in the interviews. Some of the individuals who 
had lost their homes simply wanted time to reflect and 
deal with their loss, which may have been interpreted 
by the community residents as rejection. In Barriere 
there was a perception that separating those who 
experienced significant physical losses from those who 
had not was an inappropriate way to proceed. 

One participant described it as the development of 
an ‘exclusive club’ for which community help was 
not welcome. 

Discussion
In spite of the suggestions that reactions to wildfires 
may be affected by the size of the wildfire, its intensity, 
and duration (Kumagai et al. 2004), research found 
that individual responses to wildfires were not always 
related to property losses or with being evacuated. 
Individuals who were not evacuated and experienced 
no losses, still reported emotional impacts—in some 
cases, they also experienced physical or perceived 
physical effects. More information about these 
variations of responses by community residents who 
experience various types of wildfires is needed to 
understand the impact (Marshall et al. 2007) and the 
duration of the effects, and to determine appropriate 
disaster recovery efforts. The findings suggest 
recovery efforts should not focus solely on those who 
experienced losses.

The fires also provided the opportunity for the 
communities to become more cohesive and supportive 
of one another. However, this was not always put 
into practice. Unlike other investigations (Carroll 
et al. 2005) there was little conflict noted in the 
communities studied.
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The Barriere monument for the fire is a ‘fire dragon’, carved out of an old-growth cedar tree for the anniversary event in 
2008, five years after the fire.
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A closer examination of this phenomenon in other 
wildfire communities in different social and economic 
contexts (e.g., publically- and privately-funded health 
care) would be worthwhile to determine the conditions 
under which social conflict results after wildfires. 
Furthermore, identifying the most likely social 
attributions and related interaction changes that occur 
post-wildfire will enhance the understanding of social 
conflict (Tajfel & Turner 1986). 

The findings suggest that post-wildfire investment in 
social rebuilding and community resources would help 
mitigate negative effects. National policies to ensure 
disaster resilience also highlight the importance of 
a shared responsibility between government and 
community members to prepare for and address 
disasters (Commonwealth of Australia 2011). From the 
findings, it is suggested that this shared responsibility 
includes ensuring all members of communities 
receive timely access to services, whether or not they 
experienced loss. 

Additional studies about the impacts of wildfires 
on individuals and communities are needed. Most 
importantly, we require clarification of long-term 
health, social, and financial problems that may result 
due to wildfires, regardless of evacuation experiences 
or losses. Research findings from such investigations 
have the potential to heighten awareness, 
understanding and attention to the short and long-term 
human and social effects of wildfires among relevant 
emergency and disaster agencies.
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