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Avalanche in Eastern Canada: A Provincial Responsibility 

JERRY TOUPIN1 

ABSTRACT 

Eastern Canada remains one of the snowiest places in the world. While most of it gets over 2 

meters of snow every winter, parts of Québec, Labrador and Newfoundland receive over 3 meters 

of snow between October and April. Every year the risk of avalanche remains high. An avalanche 

can fall at a speed of more than 250 kilometers per hour and carry over 100,000 tons of snow and 

other debris. These massive snow slides can then be very dangerous and even deadly. Nain, a small 

mostly Inuit community located in Labrador (56° 32’ N, 61° 41’ W) and one of the most 

northernmost permanent settlements of the province of Newfoundland and Labrador, is the earliest 

recorded avalanche for Canada during the winter of 1781-1782 claiming 22 lives. 

New technology is being developed to prevent avalanche and to save lives. Governments and 

stakeholders are regrouping to better protect people and infrastructure from damage caused by 

avalanche. 
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INTRODUCTION 

    Although not as common and frequent (Toupin, 2018) as in Western Canada (that includes: The 

Canadian Rockies in Alberta, British Columbia (Revelstoke gets about 1200 cm of snow every 

year), Yukon and the Northwest Territories), avalanche is nevertheless a problem (Hétu et al., 2008) 

in  Eastern Canada   (mostly in Quebec with about 70 deaths  and in Newfoundland-Labrador with 

a total of deaths of 75 since the beginning of the 19th century) for infrastructures and human 

activities and in Nova Scotia (Cape Breton Island). 

Unfortunately, more and more problems are expected in the near future as a greater number of 

people are involved in backcountry activities. The role of every provincial government and other 

stakeholders is crucial to save lives during the cold season. 

ONTARIO AND QUÉBEC 

    Rare in Ontario, although at least one deadly avalanche occurred in Toronto according to the 

Canadian Encyclopedia, it is the Ministry of the Environment, Conservation and Parks as well as 

the Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry that monitor snow and ice conditions among others 

and protect people from potential deadly avalanche in that province. 

    In the province of Québec, since 1999 Avalanche Québec a non-profitable organization was 

founded to monitor snow condition and forecasting avalanche for Eastern Québec (Appalachian 
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region, Chic-Choc). Training, information and awareness are also available for people. Departments 

and agencies such as Municipal Affairs, Land Use, Energy and Natural Resources, Sustainable 

Durability, Environment and Global Warming, Public Safety, Forestry, Parks and Fauna are all 

working hands in hands to better prevent and monitor avalanche. 

Table 1. Number of fatalities (examples) in Eastern Canada due to avalanche. 

Year Number Example 

1791-82 22 Canada’s earliest recorded avalanche, Nain, Labrador 

1877 6 Baie verte, Newfoundland 

1912 5 Tilt Cove, Newfoundland 

1935 2 Okak, Labrador 

1999 9 Kangiqsualujjuaq, Québec 

2000 2 Monts Chic-Choc, Québec 

2007 1 Blue Mountain, Newfoundland 

   

NEWFOUNDLAND, LABRADOR AND NOVA SCOTIA 

    The province of Newfoundland and Labrador is the most at risk for avalanche (Liverman, 2018) 

in Eastern Canada as close to 80 deaths were recorded for the past 200 years or so. In the Labrador, 

Okak (see Table 1), Saglek and Labrador City experience frequent avalanche including fatalities. 

Avalanche also occur in several areas in Newfoundland such as St. Anthony, Port au Choix, Blue 

Mountain (see table), Lewis Hills, Tilt Cove, Fogo and others. Avalanche also affects roads and 

infrastructure. 

    Fisheries and Land Resources, Municipal Affairs and Environment, Natural Resources are 

departments looking into the problem as well as agencies such as Research and Development and 

Workplace Health and Safety. 

    Avalanche is also registered and can happen when the conditions allow for it in Nova Scotia 

namely in the Cape Breton area but also in places like Higgins Mountain (about 140 kilometers 

north of Halifax) and in the Wentworth Valley. Any slope that is more than 20 to 30 degrees of 

incline is subject to avalanche in that region or anywhere else in Eastern Canada including relatively 

small pieces of terrain like kid’s tobogganing hills, which could produce an avalanche large enough 

to bury a child or even an adult if the terrain features are wrong according to The Canadian 

Avalanche Centre. The departments of Environment and Lands and Forestry and agencies like 

Emergency Management Office and Service Nova Scotia is trying to keep everybody safe. 

CONCLUSION 

    Although Eastern Canada is not geographically as prone for fatal avalanche as Western Canada 

(claiming about 80 % of the death due to avalanche every year in Canada) and other parts of the 

world, it is still a growing problem with recent climate change and global warming. Provincial 

departments and agencies are constantly monitoring the conditions of snow, ice and weather in the 

winter time. Training, awareness, education, modern technology and more research will lead to 

fewer fatalities and injuries in the future while active in backcountry skiing or any other outdoor 

activity and keeping infrastructure such as highways, buildings, houses and others safer for 

everybody to use. 
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