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Wildfires: 
Climate change’s new normal



Changing wildfire regime in BC
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Wildfire smoke leads to some of the worst air 
quality most Canadians ever experience.

https://www.reddit.com/r/canada/comments/6rctrf/impact_of_wildfire_smoke_split_view_of_downtown/


PM2.5 : 
Proxy 
pollutant



Extreme and prolonged smoke exposure



General ambient PM pollution:

• Sufficient evidence for cardiovascular 
and respiratory mortality and morbidity

• Growing evidence for birth outcomes 
and childhood respiratory disease

• Possible links with neurodevelopment 
and cognitive function, diabetes



Even less is known about the 
health effects of exposure to air 
pollution from wildfire in early life.
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Compared with 
pregnancies before and 
after the wildfires, 
mean birth weight was 
7.0 g lower 
[95% CI: –11.8, –2.2]



Children aged 0–1 
experienced a ~200% 
increase in emergency 
department presentations 
for asthma and acute 
bronchitis during wildfire 
smoke periods compared 
with reference periods.



A rhesus macaque mother holds her baby at the California 
National Primate Center at UC Davis. K. West/Courtesy photo

Wildfire smoke exposure 
during infancy is associated 
with reduced lung volume 
in adolescence.



10 µg/m3 increase in PM2.5

exposure during infancy 
associated with 24% 
increase in incidence of 
antibiotics dispensation.



Exposure in extreme years
2017 window 2018 window



Exposure in milder years
2016 window 2019 window



Conception 
cohort 

~180,000



Neonatal 
cohort 

~56,000



Outcomes of interest

Birth: stillbirth; birth defects; preterm birth; 
small for gestational age, term low birth 
weight; full term birth weight

Early life: non-accidental death; respiratory 
disease; congenital heart defects not 
identified at birth; ear infections; antibiotic 
prescriptions



Thank you!

Angela.Yao@bccdc.ca
Sarah.Henderson@bccdc.ca 
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