
 

Canada wildfire smoke chokes millions in
North America
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Two women look at Montreal's Jacques-Cartier Bridge through the smoke caused
by wildfires in Northern Quebec on June 25, 2023.

A deep orange-brown sun shined through hazy skies as smoke from
Canadian wildfires spread across North America and beyond, choking
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millions of people and triggering severe air quality alerts.

Here's why the fires are so smoky and why people should be concerned.

Why is there so much smoke?

The number of fires and the amount of land scorched, as well as the
amount of smoke emitted from the blazes, are unprecedented this
wildfire season, and it is just the beginning, according to officials.

The fact that fires flared at the same time across the country is also
unusual.

As of Wednesday, more than eight million hectares (20 million acres) of
forests and grasslands had burned across Canada, breaking an annual
record of 7.3 million hectares set in 1989.

And Canada has yet to reach the peak of the fire season, which is usually
in July or August.

"We have a fire in northern Quebec which currently covers 700,000
hectares, for example. It's hard to fathom just how big it is," said Yan
Boulanger, a fire specialist for the Canadian Ministry of Natural
Resources.

A hot, dry spring resulted in a large fuel load—dried vegetation and dead
branches—in Canada's boreal forest.

Smoldering humus fires that can burn deep underground produce a lot of
smoke, resulting in higher carbon monoxide emissions, says Jack Chen
of Canada's environment ministry.
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https://phys.org/tags/fire/
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The cumulative area burned per year by wildfires in Canada since 2014.

The climate consequences are devastating as the boreal forest releases 10
to 20 times more carbon per unit of area burned than other ecosystems.

Hundreds of forest fires since early May have generated nearly 600
million tons of carbon dioxide, equivalent to 88 percent of the country's
total greenhouse gas emissions from all sources in 2021, the Copernicus
Atmosphere Monitoring Service (CAMS) reported.

What are the health concerns?
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Wildfire smoke is more toxic than other types of smoke and can be more
dangerous to human health than other sources of air pollution, for
example.

The particles are fine and can travel deep into the respiratory tract.

Composed of ozone, sulfur dioxide, nitrogen dioxide, carbon monoxide, 
volatile organic compounds and PM2.5 fine particles, smoke from forest
fires is a danger to all, according to experts and officials.

But it can be particularly dangerous for young children, pregnant women
, smokers, seniors and those who suffer from chronic health problems,
the Canadian government has warned.

"The particles are so small, particularly the ultra-fine ones, that they can
get all the way down into your lungs and then cross over into your
bloodstream and lead to inflammation," said Courtney Howard, an
emergency room doctor in Yellowknife in Canada's Northwest
Territories.

It also can have direct consequences on mental health, mood and anxiety,
doctors say.
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https://phys.org/tags/human+health/
https://phys.org/tags/sulfur+dioxide/
https://phys.org/tags/nitrogen+dioxide/
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A blanket of smoke from wildfires in north Ontario and Quebec covers the
skyline in Kingston, Ontario, Canada, on June 29, 2023.

What are the effects on wildlife?

Wildfire smoke particles contain a higher proportion of carbon-based
pollutants in various chemical forms that may be spread hundreds of
kilometers (miles) from the fires themselves.

This smoke can lead to "acute or chronic health effects on wildlife," just
like in humans, said Matthew Mitchell of the University of British
Columbia in Vancouver.

"There's a whole suite of chemicals in the smoke that can affect gas
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exchange in the blood, lower the lung capacity of animals," he told AFP.

Weakened animals will tend to "rest more or try to reduce their activity.
So they're not going out and feeding, looking for food or mates," he said.

"Even marine mammals such as whales and dolphins can be affected by
the smoke when they come up to breathe," he said.

© 2023 AFP
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