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VIDEO REVIEW 

Before Viewing 

Climate scientists have noted that the warming of the planet has caused an increase in the length of the 

wildfire season by as much as 19 per cent globally. This trend has led to an increase in the number of 

wildfires and the destruction of trees and vegetation that would otherwise absorb carbon and help in the 

battle against global warming.  

Is this type of information useful for the victims of wildfires? Is it insensitive to highlight this information 

in the immediate aftermath of a wildfire that has burned through a community and destroyed people’s 

homes? Explain. 

 

 

 

Viewing 

1. What contributed to the spread of the Fort McMurray wildfire in May 2016? 

 

 

2. Why were people upset and frustrated by the need for an immediate evacuation? What alternative did 

local officials have? Or was there no alternative? 

 

 

3. Why did Alberta Premier Rachel Notley have to warn people to avoid being awestruck spectators 

watching the fire burn, and to get out of town?  

 

 

4. How many firefighters were left to battle the blaze after the town was evacuated?  

 

5. Where did the Fort McMurray evacuees seek safe haven?  
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6. How big did the fire get? How many firefighters eventually joined in to battle the blaze?  

 

 

7. Since fire crews couldn’t control the spread of the fire, what did they focus on protecting?  

 

 

8. How many evacuees made their way north to the oilsands camps? Why were they frustrated when 

they were told to make their way south toward Edmonton?  

 

 

9. Why did some of the people who evacuated to the south experience a second scare the night after they 

left Fort McMurray?  

 

 

10. What happened to finally bring relief to the firefighters battling the blaze?  

 

 

11. Why did Premier Notley single out Canadian National for praise days after the fire turned away from 

the city of Fort McMurray?  

 

 

12. How was a repurposed fracking pumper seen as a potentially valuable tool for firefighters?  

 

 

13. Which direction did the fire move after ravaging parts of Fort McMurray?  

 

14. Why were the media images beamed back to the evacuation centre in Lac La Biche both a blessing 

and a curse for evacuees?  
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15. How did Canadians from coast to coast to coast respond to the disaster? 

 

 

 

16. What promise did Prime Minister Justin Trudeau make to the people of Fort McMurray? 

 

 

17. When were the people of Fort McMurray eventually allowed to return home?  

 

18. Why did many of the people of Fort McMurray have to throw away their refrigerators?  

 

 

19. How much do insurers estimate it will cost to repair the damage caused by the fire?  

 

20. What likely caused the fire in the first place? 

 

 

After Viewing 

1. While the fire raged in Fort McMurray, former Alberta provincial NDP candidate Tom Moffat posted 
the following on Twitter: “Karmic #climatechange fire burns CDN oilsands city.” He was promptly 
suspended from his job with the town of Tabor, Alberta. Why do you think he was suspended?  

 

 

 

2. After the Fort McMurray fire took down 2,400 buildings, causing billions of dollars of damage, Don 
Forgeron of the Insurance Bureau of Canada warned Canadians that they should stop moving into 
areas that are prone to natural disasters. Why do you think he issued this warning? Is this a reasonable 
piece of advice to give the average Canadian?  
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THE STORY 

Minds On 

Fort McMurray, Alberta, came to 

prominence during the oilsands boom 

that began in the late 1960s. After a 

major production expansion in the 

1990s, the population tripled, growing 

from less than 30 000 to almost 90 

000. The city itself is located in a 

fairly remote part of northern Alberta. 

It is a little over 400 kilometres north 

of Edmonton with the nearest major 

towns, Athabasca (population 3 000) 

and Lac La Biche (population 2 500), 

located almost three hours away by 

car.  

1. What challenges do remote 

communities face?  

2. What do authorities in remote 

communities have to keep in 

mind when conducting city 

planning and emergency 

preparedness initiatives?  

3. Between 2009 and 2014, wildfires 

consumed over 200 000 hectares of land in 

Alberta. Why would remote communities be 

particularly concerned about this statistic? 

Fort McMurray is Alberta’s fifth largest city and is 

considered a vital component in the province’s — 

and country’s — economic engine. In fact, the 

second quarter 1.6 per cent drop in Canada’s real 

gross domestic product (GDP) in 2016 was blamed 

on the oilsands shutdown of May and June caused 

by the Fort McMurray wildfire. 

“The Beast” 
It started as a relatively small wildfire one 

afternoon in early May. Within 48 hours it was an 

inferno of mythic proportions, taking on the 

nickname “The Beast” as authorities evacuated the 

entire city of Fort McMurray. Residents fled amidst 

a shower of embers with flames just metres from 

their vehicles. The dashboard cameras and 

smartphones of many of the evacuees captured the 

horror of this race out of the burning city.  

“…it will come back.” 
Firefighters were on high alert in the spring of 

2016. Record high temperatures combined with 

very little precipitation led to potential fire 

conditions that would otherwise not surface until 

June or July. When the first signs of fire 

emerged late in the afternoon of May 1, the fire 

was a few hectares in size. Within two hours it 

had grown to 60 hectares and, by the next 

morning, the fire was burning in a seven-

kilometre swath just outside of the city. 
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Prevailing winds and the efforts of local fire 

crews allowed the authorities to acknowledge 

that the fire was something to be concerned 

about, but it looked like it was going to spare 

Fort McMurray. However, City Fire Chief 

Darby Allen cautioned people at a midday news 

conference, “Don’t get into a false sense of 

security. We’re in for a rough day. And it [the 

fire] will wake up, and it will come back.” 

It turns out that Chief Allen was right on the 

mark. The winds kicked up and the fire turned 

on Fort McMurray with a vengeance, forcing all 

88 000 residents to flee. Video images of the 

escape show a terrifying exodus that seemed to 

suggest that the entire city was going to burn to 

the ground. In the end, 15 per cent of Fort 

McMurray was laid to waste by the fire — that’s 

2,400 homes and buildings and a reconstruction 

bill that would tally into the billions. 

Miraculously, everyone got out; an incredible 

feat considering the fact that an entire city 

needed to be evacuated, including people with 

mobility issues like those in hospitals and 

nursing homes.  

While the majority of evacuees headed south 

toward Edmonton, 20 000 people headed north 

to the work camps of the big oil companies. This 

led not only to a strain on camp resources, but 

also some moments of grave concern when 

officials worried that the fire might turn north. If 

the wildfire headed toward the camps, the 

evacuees and remaining camp workers would 

have no place to go. This prompted an eventual 

shift of the evacuees south to Edmonton. While 

some were airlifted, the majority proceeded 

slowly in a huge convoy south on Highway 63 

through Fort McMurray. Those in the procession 

caught a glimpse of some of the fire damage 

before continuing on for four more hours to 

Edmonton.  

The damage 
Once the city was safely evacuated, fire crews 

did their best to battle the blaze, but many 

neighbourhoods succumbed to the flames. In 

some areas, the fire cherry-picked one house and 

left a neighbouring house standing. In others, the 

fire took everything. Only a shift in the weather 

— less powerful winds and the emergence of 

rain — brought the fire under control.  

Canadian generosity 
In the immediate aftermath of the fire, Alberta 

Premier Rachel Notley and Prime Minister 

Justin Trudeau pledged their support for those 

affected by the fire. Money and resources were 

promised and, by all accounts, both levels of 

government looked to make good on their 

promises. But it was the courageous efforts of 

regular Canadians, not pledges of government 

funding, that proved most inspiring. Stories of 

Albertans taking in evacuees — from humble 

towns like Lac La Biche and Beaumont to big 

cities like Edmonton — provided vivid 

examples of Canadian generosity. Even the big 

oil companies spared no expense to keep the 

people who fled to their camps safe in the wake 

of the wildfire. Meanwhile, Canadians from 

coast to coast to coast flooded the Red Cross 

with donations, raising a record-breaking $102 

million for those affected by the fire.   

People were not allowed to return to the city 

until early June. By this time, they were pretty 

well aware of whether or not their houses were 

damaged or destroyed. In fact, the residents of 

several neighbourhoods were told that they 

shouldn’t come back because their houses were 

gone.  

In 2011, a wildfire burned through Slave Lake, 

Alberta, destroying 40 per cent of the town. All 

7 000 citizens of Slave Lake got out of town 

alive. However, the price tag for the damage 

approached $1 billion. 
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Wildfires in Alberta 
The Fort McMurray wildfire was one of a slew 

of large blazes to strike the Alberta wilderness 

over the past decade. The largest in that time 

span came in 2011 when a massive 700 000 

hectare blaze raged through the province. The 

fire that began near Fort McMurray moved east 

toward Saskatchewan throughout May 2016 and 

was still considered an active wildfire deep into 

the summer. By that time, provincial authorities 

estimated that almost 600 000 hectares of land 

had been ravaged by flames. The story that these 

numbers do not tell involve the people left 

homeless, with uncertain rebuilding timelines 

leaving them stressed and anxious about what 

the future will hold.

A hectare is a metric unit of measurement. One hectare is the equivalent of 10 000 metres. The Fort 

McMurray fire grew to over 589,552 hectares. By way of comparison, Prince Edward Island is 566 000 

hectares or 5,660 square kilometres in size. 

To Consider 

1. Why do you think the Fort McMurray wildfire was nicknamed “The Beast”? 

2. Why was the evacuation considered miraculous? 

3. Why did the people who fled to the oilsands camps eventually have to relocate to Edmonton? 

4. Why was the response to the Fort McMurray wildfire considered an example of Canadian generosity? 

5. How significant is the wildfire problem in Alberta? 



SEPTEMBER 2016 – TAMING “THE BEAST”: THE FORT MCMURRAY WILDFIRE 

 

News in Review ∙ CBC Learning ∙ curio.ca/newsinreview 7 

 

ORIGINS OF “THE BEAST” 

What caused the wildfire? 
While no one is certain about the exact cause of 

“The Beast” that turned on Fort McMurray, 

scientists have been quick to point out that 

conditions in May 2016 favoured the emergence 

of a wildfire. Two environmental factors serve 

to highlight this point: first, the average 

temperature in the Fort McMurray area has risen 

by 3.4°C between October and April since the 

1960s; second, the average amount of 

precipitation has dropped from 161 mm to 80 

mm from October to April in the same time 

period. Combine this with a record-setting 

drought the previous summer, a mild winter with 

little snow, and temperatures over 30°C in May, 

and, according to the experts, the dense boreal 

forest floor was a tinderbox waiting for a spark.  

That spark could have come from a number of 

sources, including lightning. However, 

investigators were quick to determine that 

human interaction with the environment likely 

caused the fire. The fire started near power lines 

15 kilometres southwest of Fort McMurray. 

Whether it was a lit cigarette or a spark from an 

ATV exhaust or a power line, the indicators 

point to human agents igniting the blaze, mainly 

because the only natural fire-starting element — 

lightning — was not in the forecast that day.   

Battling “The Beast” 
Once the fire started, it spread very quickly 

because it had plenty of fuel (remember that dry 

boreal forest floor) and lots of wind to stir it up. 

Despite the best efforts of the 1,100 firefighters, 

145 helicopters, 138 pieces of heavy equipment 

and 27 air tankers, the fire took on a life of its 

own. The fire spread exponentially with winds 

of more than 70 kilometres per hour fanning the 

flames. Eventually, the heat from the fire led to 

the upward movement of water vapour and ash 

which, in turn, resulted in the formation of fire 

clouds (called pyrocumulus clouds) that 

generated lightning. The lightning caused even 

more fires. In fact, the combination of high 

winds and the fire clouds allowed the wildfire to 

jump the near one kilometre gap over the 

Athabasca River and drop fiery embers onto Fort 

McMurray.  

Most fire experts will tell you that it is naïve to 

think that you can stop all wildfires. The best a 

fire crew can do once a fire has gotten out of 

control and gone wild is to protect infrastructure 

(which is what they did in Fort McMurray) and 

hope that winds carry the fire away from 

populated areas.  

Source: Markusoff, Jason, Nancy Macdonald and Charlie 

Gillis (May 12, 2016). “Fort McMurray Fire: The Great 

Escape.” Maclean’s. www.macleans.ca.  

Insurance companies estimate it will cost $3.9 billion to rebuild Fort McMurray. 

To Consider 

1. What conditions made the emergence of “The Beast” more likely? 

2. What was the likely cause of the Fort McMurray wildfire? 

3. How did the fire manage to jump the Athabasca River and head toward Fort McMurray? 

4. Why is it naïve to think that you can stop all wildfires?  
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Try This! 
Ask your teacher to create a Padlet called “Inferno in Fort McMurray” at www.padlet.com. 

Get them to share the web address / URL with you and add a picture or video to the Padlet. 

Put your name on the Padlet so that people know you posted the picture or video you selected. Since 

everybody in the class will be taking part in this exercise, make sure that you do not duplicate someone 

else’s work. In other words, make sure the same picture or video does not appear twice. 


