
Kakisa	Fire	Education	Event	
	

The	 community	of	Kakisa,	 in	 the	Northwest	Territories	 (NWT),	 has	 a	 long	history	
with	fire,	a	history	that	continues	to	shape	the	community	today.		A	fire	in	the	1940s	
forced	members	of	the	Ka’a’gee	Tu	First	Nation	away	from	their	original	settlement	
on	 Tathlina	 Lake.	 Fire	 impacted	 the	 community	 again	 in	 1980,	 burning	 at	 two	
locations	across	the	Kakisa	Lake	from	where	the	community	is	today.	And	again,	in	
2014,	 fire	 visited	 the	 community,	 this	 time	 right	 up	 to	 their	 door	 step.	 The	
community	was	evacuated	for	parts	of	that	summer	as	fire	crews,	and	possibly	luck,	
saved	the	community	from	damage.	The	2014	burn	was	the	most	sever	fire	year	on	
record	for	the	NWT.	Fire	is,	however,	part	of	the	natural	cycle	 in	the	boreal	forest,	
but	with	climate	change	the	frequency	and	intensity	of	forest	fires	will	increase.	
	
Dr.	 Jennifer	 Baltzer,	 Canada	 Research	 Chair	 in	 Forests	 and	 Global	 Change,	 began	
working	with	 the	KTFN	 in	2015.	 	As	part	of	 an	ongoing	NWT	Cumulative	 Impacts	
Monitoring	 Program	 (CIMP)	 project	 “Impacts	 of	wildfire	 on	 caribou	 habitat:	 from	
woodland	 to	 barren	 ground“,	 Dr.	 Baltzer’s	 work	 involves	 monitoring	 forest	
regeneration	 after	 the	 fires	 of	 2014,	 and	 how	 these	 burns	may	 impact	 important	
community	food	sources.		
	
Involving	 and	 engaging	 communities	 is	 a	 priority	 of	 this	 research,	 so	 Dr.	 Baltzer	
reached	out	to	other	Laurier	researchers	for	help.		Andrew	Spring,	PhD	candidate	in	
Geography,	 has	 been	working	with	 the	 community	 of	 Kakisa	 on	 issues	 of	 climate	
change	 and	 food	 security	 and	 has	 built	 strong	 relationships	 with	 community	
members.		Part	of	his	research	involves	discussion	around	fires	and	impacts	on	food	
resources.	 	Working	 together	was	 a	natural	 fit	 and	brings	 the	natural	 science	 and	
social	science	together.	
	
“Not	much	 is	 known	 in	 the	NWT	 about	 traditional	 knowledge	 of	 fire,	 or	 how	 fire	
impacts	the	food	system	of	communities	here”	says	Spring.	“If	there	is	a	place	in	the	
NWT	that	has	the	most	experience	with	fire,	it’s	Kakisa”.		
	
A	 project	was	 proposed	with	 the	 community	 to	work	with	 the	 local	 school,	 some	
community	Elders,	and	part	of	Baltzer’s	research	team	to	teach	the	students	about	
the	impacts	of	fire	and	understand	the	natural	processes	of	the	boreal	forest.	
	
“The	community	saw	the	fire	as	a	traumatic	event.	Together,	we	wanted	to	teach	the	
students	about	how	fire	is	part	of	the	natural	process	and	that	over	time,	the	forest	
grows	back	and	the	animals	return”	adds	Spring.	
	
For	 the	project,	 three	 locations	around	 the	 community	were	 chosen,	based	on	 the	
fire	history	of	the	area:	One	site	from	the	1980	burn,	one	from	2014	and	an	area	that	
has	never	burned	before.		The	group	visited	each	of	these	areas	and	had	a	discussion	



about	what	they	saw,	what	kind	of	animals	they	thought	would	live	there,	and	how	
healthy	the	habitat	was.		
	
Alison	 White,	 (MSc.	 Biology)	 helped	 to	 facilitate	 the	 event	 by	 providing	 a	
demonstration	 on	 how	 scientists	 measure	 the	 impacts	 of	 forest	 fire.	 	 Elders	
participated	in	identifying	plants,	sharing	the	Dene	language	names	and	traditional	
uses	with	the	students,	and	providing	insights	into	what	animals	might	come	to	the	
areas.		And	the	students	were	able	to	build	their	own	transects	to	count,	identify	and	
monitor	what	is	growing	in	the	forest.	
	
Greg	 Reardon,	 the	 teacher	 at	 the	 small	 school	 in	 Kakisa	 was	 excited	 for	 the	
opportunity	 to	work	with	 the	Laurier	 team.	 	 “Teaching	 the	students	about	science	
with	 hands	 on	 activities	 is	 a	 great	way	 to	 get	 them	engaged	 and	 interested”,	 says	
Reardon.	 “And	 having	 Elders	 participate	 to	 teach	 the	 students	 about	 some	 of	 the	
traditional	knowledge	they	have	to	share	made	this	a	unique	 learning	opportunity	
for	everyone	“,	he	adds.		
	
“Events	 like	 this	build	 trust	and	relationships	with	communities.”	 says	Dr.	Baltzer.	
“Not	 only	 are	 we	 helping	 to	 address	 issues	 that	 are	 concerns	 for	 community	
members	 in	 Kakisa	 through	 our	 research,	 but	 are	 able	 to	 facilitate	 an	 event	 that	
connects	youth	and	elders	on	the	land,	provide	some	understanding	about	the	work	
we	 do	 there	 and	 even	 employ	 a	 community	 member	 to	 help	 with	 logistics	 and	
planning.”	
	
It’s	 a	 great	 example	 of	 how	 researchers	 at	 Laurier	 are	 working	 together	 with	
communities	to	solve	some	community-relevant	issues.		
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Figure	1.	Location	of	recent	fire	activity	around	Kakisa	Lake	



	



	



	


