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We are speaking today on the traditional territory of nations 

including the Mississaugas of the Credit, the Anishnabeg, the 

Chippewa, the Haudenosaunee and the Wendat peoples.



Presentation Outline

1. Health Perspective

2. BC Housing’s 

Extreme Heat Response



Vancouver Coastal Health 
operates on the unceded
territories of the Heiltsuk, 
Kitasoo-Xai’xais, Lil'wat, 
Musqueam, N’Quatqua, Nuxalk, 
Samahquam, Sechelt, Skatin, 
Squamish, Tla’amin, Tsleil-
Waututh, Wuikinuxv, and Xa’xtsa
First Nations.



Health perspective 

1. 2021 BC Heat Dome: Health impacts and inequity during an 
extreme weather event

2. 2022 Health Preparation and Response, 2022 and onward:
Actions, partnership and advocacy



2021 BC Heat Dome:
Health impacts and inequity during an extreme weather event





The Globe and Mail









Heat-related mortality during the 2021 BC Heat Dome

Protective factors
• Privilege

• Neighbourhood green 

space

• Admission to health 

care facility

(e.g. long-term care 

homes)

BC Centre for Disease Control 

Risk factors
• Old age

• Deprivation

• Isolation

• Mental illness

• Substance use

• Pre-existing illnesses



VCH-UBC Heat Vulnerability Mapping, 
2020 

VCH Emergency Room Visits, 
2021 Heat Dome



2021 BC heat dome:
Heat related deaths and place of injury



2022 public health perspective:
Actions, partnership and advocacy



Extreme Health Death Panel Report, BC Coroners Service 2022





Communications and coordination



Housing



Access to cooling spaces



Connection



Heat Season 2022

• Studied and shared lessons from the heat 

dome, updated recommendations

• Coordinated guidance from public health, 

municipal governments and BC provincial 

partners

• Partnered on heat projects (e.g. cool kits, 

indoor temperature surveys)

• Local government, social housing, NGOs

• Strengthened connections to and support 

for community organizations



Alert level​ Heat Warning Extreme Heat 

Emergency​

Public health risk​

Moderate 

(5% increase in mortality)​

Very high 

(20% or more increase in 

mortality)​

Descriptor​ Very hot​ Dangerously hot​

Historic frequency​
1-3 per summer season​ 1-2 per decade​

Criteria​

Southwest = 29-16-29​*

Fraser = 33-17-33​*

Southeast = 35-18-35​*

Northeast = 29-14-29​*

Northwest = 28-13-28​*

* °C (daytime high, nighttime high, 

daytime high)

Heat warning criteria have 

been met and forecast 

indicates that daily highs will 

increase day-over-day for 3 

or more consecutive days​

BC Heat Alert Response System (BC HARS), 2022

https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/types-weather-forecasts-use/public/criteria-alerts.html#heat


BC Heat Alert Response System (BC HARS), 2022

bccdc.ca/health-professionals/professional-
resources/heat-event-response-planning



Heat Check-Ins During 
Extreme Heat Events 



Extreme Health Death Panel Report, BC Coroners Service 2022





Consultation: What We Heard

• Met with local governments and NGOs to 
understand their interest in heat check-ins and what 
resources VCH could provide.  

• Heat check-ins happen in a variety of settings, 
many without health training.

• Innovative and parallel work happening across 
community settings. 

• High motivation and limited capacity; need 
consistent funding.

• Looking for guidance from health authorities, 
and inclusion in emergency coordination. 





Heat Check-In Training Sessions 



PreparedBC Guide: preparedbc.ca/extremeheat
• Advice for creating a heat plan, and actions for heat 

events. For example: Home preparation, awareness 
of neighbourhood cool spaces, identifying and 
checking on an ‘extreme heat buddy’

Vancouver Coastal Health materials: vch.ca/heat
• Information on symptoms of heat exhaustion and 

heat stroke, risk factors, actions for community 
members

• Guidance for NGOs conducting community wellness 
checks

• Advice for operators of rental housing buildings and 
licensed care facilities

Other key resources on extreme heat

http://www.preparedbc.ca/extremeheat
vch.ca/heat


▪ New climate resilience funding stream for 
community-based organizations (health 
promotion grants program)

▪ Improve organizational coordination and reduce 
gaps during heat events 
(e.g. potential online apps to track door-to-door 
and telephone checks) 

▪ Support for programs to increase social 
connectedness – for climate resilience, and other 
benefits

▪ Advocate for the right to cool: enhance primary 
prevention of heat illness though safe housing as 
a determinant of health

2023 Heat Season Planning and Beyond



• Policy mechanisms:
• National (e.g. National Building Code)
• Provincial (e.g. Residential Tenancy Act, BC Building 

Code)
• Municipal (e.g. Vancouver Building By-law)

• Different tenancy and ownership types:
• Market home ownership: individual, stratas
• Market rentals: purpose-built rental, privately owned
• Social housing, supported housing, shelter

• Building factors:
• New vs existing builds
• Number of units

“Right to Cool”:
Safe indoor temperature policy advocacy



Thank You
VCH Healthy Environments 

michael.schwandt@vch.ca

vch.ca/climatechange
vch.ca/heat 



BC Housing’s Extreme Heat 

Response



Curtis Brick
Curtis Brick dies from heat exposure in 

Grandview Park on July 29th, 2009
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Heat related illnesses & 
deaths

Photo by: Ben Nelms/CBC

BC 2021 Heat Dome

Loss of wildlife, livestock & 
crops

Photo by: Ben Nelms/CBC

Loss of homes & 
communities

Lytton, July 1, 21. Photo by: Darryl 
Dyck, Canadian Press
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Extreme Heat & Human Mortality: A Review of Heat-Related Deaths in BC in Summer 2021, 

Report to the Chief Coroner of BC, June 7, 2022



Extreme Heat related deaths at social housing sites – based 

on data from BC Coroner
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• 54 deaths at 46 sites

• 5 sites with multiple deaths

• 8 additional deaths at sites not 

funded by BC Housing (private 

SROs)

• 13 additional deaths occurred 

outside



Housing Continuum



Risk factors:

- Urban Heat Island

- No proximity to green space

- Buildings with no cooling and no ventilation

- Solar heat gain through windows

- Cumulative effects of indoor temperatures

41



Protective Measures
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- Heat wellness checks

- Distribution of fans

- Cooling spaces

- Outreach teams with water, 

sun hats & sun screen, 

cooling kits (started in 2022)



BC Housing’s Extreme Heat & Wildfire Smoke Response

Emergency Response -

Protecting tenants and clients
Making buildings more resilient
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Components of BC Housing’s Extreme Heat Emergency 

Response Plan

Education & awareness

Communication

Roles & responsibilities

Tenant risk assessment & 
wellness-checks plans

Create on-site cooling/clean air 
options

Communicate off-site 
cooling/clean air options

Equipment & supplies

Evaluation and update



Extreme Heat Response for the Unhoused Population

Outreach teams

Cooling kits

Pop-up cooling tents

Alerts & Communication



Tips to Beat the Heat Poster & Leaflets
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Cool Kit
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Thermometer

Small Tote

Towel

Gel Compress

Water Bottle

Spray Bottle
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Non-Profit Response

• Volunteers

• Cooling tents

• Partnerships 

• Outreach teams   

June 21, 2022: Cooling Centre set up by Cedar Outreach Society in Abbotsford. 

Photo credit: Monika Gul, CityNews.



Collaboration on awareness and education

Cross-sector workshops to better understand impact

Recorded webinars

Presentations at housing conferences

Working with:

• BCNPHA & HSABC

• Non-profit orgs

• City of Vancouver

• Medical Health 

Officers

• BCDC

• Health Canada 

• Community orgs



Engagement of people with lived 
experience of extreme heat events in 

B.C. in 2021

Feedback from service provider organizations
supporting heat-vulnerable and people
with lived experience (from equity denied 
groups):

1) People with disabilities

2) Socially isolated & economically marginalised
seniors (rural and urban)

3) People who are unhoused / insecurely 
housed while often experiencing mental health 
or substance use challenges (rural and urban).



“Folks weren’t feeling safe enough to reach out for help...based on 
historical harms coming from emergency services...especially for 
disabled populations, Indigenous people” and “lack of trust for 
government, organizations, emergency services, health authorities.”

“There’s limited green shady spots when
you’re homeless…it’s hard to find a place
where you can be without someone giving
you a hard time.”
(Urban Insecurely Housed Sharing Circle)



Key Messages



Tools & Resources

https://www.bchousing.org/projects-partners/extreme-heat



Questions?

For more information, please contact:

Magdalena Szpala, mszpala@bchousing.org

www.bchousing.org/projects-partners/extreme-heat

Subscribe to Partner Bulletin: www.bchousing.org/subscribe

mailto:mszpala@bchousing.org
http://www.bchousing.org/projects-partners/extreme-heat

