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When she's not flying to 
remote communities in west-
ern Nunavut as a public pros-
ecutor, Sarah Arngna'naaq is 
helping protect Yellowknife 
from fires.

Originally from Baker 
Lake, Arngna'naaq made 
news last year when she 
became one of 
the few North-
erners to leave 
for law school 
and return to 
serve as a law-
yer in the North. 
She's also one of 
just two female 
volunteer fire-
fighters in 
Yellowknife.

Currently, she has what is 
called her "yellow helmet," 
which is basic firefighting 
certification. It means she 
helps do support tasks at 
scenes of fires, such as secur-
ing water sources. This fall, 
she is scheduled to complete 
testing to get her "black hel-
met," which will allow her to 
go into burning structures.

Although she's done 
mainly support work during 
her time as a firefighter, she 

recalls one time this summer 
when she was called out and 
had to get right in the thick 
of it.

"I got a call to put out a 
bush fire right beside Ruth 
Inch Memorial Pool and that 
was pretty exciting," she said. 

Arngna'naaq explained 
how she balances her busy 
schedule during a phone 

interview from 
Cambridge Bay, 
Nunavut, where 
she was on cir-
cuit. 

"I obviously 
prioritize my 
work with Pub-
lic Prosecution 
Services," she 
explained. "But 

I've arranged it so if I get a 
call during work hours, I can 
make up my hours outside (of 
work)."

There are limitations to 
this arrangement, especially 
considering Arngna'naaq is 
required to fly outside the 
territory for work.

"Last Sunday, for example, 
I was scheduled to leave for 
circuit at 10 a.m. and I got a 
call to attend the Gitzel Street 
apartment fire at 7 a.m., so I 
didn't make the call," she said.

An apartment at Ridge-
view South caught fire early 
in the morning on Sept. 21.

Arngna'naaq said she 
became a volunteer firefight-
er after she moved to Yellow-
knife a year and a half ago 
because she wanted to get 
active in the community and 
have the chance to get out 
from behind her desk.

"There is a nice balance 
to the work I do because a lot 
of what I do every day means 
I'm sitting at a computer, so 
fighting fires provides a nice 
counterbalance," she said.

To become a firefighter, 
the 27-year-old had to pass 
the Candidate Physical Abil-
ity Test. The test is comprised 
of an assortment of challenges 
which relate to the strenuous 
activity a firefighter would 
need to be able to do. 

For example, Arngna'naaq 
had to walk up a set of stairs 
for three minutes while carry-
ing a 75-pound pack on her 
back.

"The problem is, for a lot 
of women, that's like half 
your weight," she explained. 

Despite the challenges, 
Arngna'naaq said she would 
like to see more women join 
her on the squad. 

From fighting crime to fighting fires
Volunteer firefighter Sarah Arngna'naaq 
manages to balance law and firefighting

by Randi Beers  
Northern News Services

"There is a nice 
balance to the 

work I do."
Sarah Arngna'naaq

photo courtesy of Mike Hoffman

Sarah Arngna'naaq is one of two fema le volunteer firefighters in Yellowknife. 
She says describes one of her favourite experiences as a firefighter was fight-
ing a bush fire this summer.
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A brand new program 
through the Yellowknife Fire 
Division is giving four stu-
dents the chance to get train-
ing as a firefighters, all while 
earning high school credits.

Mike Hoffman, deputy 
fire chief of employee safety 
and training with the Yellow-
knife Fire Division, said the 
free program was designed by 
two of the city's firefighters, 
Ashley Geraghty and Ingo 
Bauer, in an attempt to boost 
the division's paid-on-call 
firefighter numbers.

"We're looking at creative 
means to get that program 
bolstered and get our numbers 
up," Hoffman said. "Trad-
itionally, cadet programs are 
more along the lines of a boy 
scout program, but none of 
the programs we could find to 
model ours after were actual-
ly moving kids toward getting 
certification."

The four cadets, called 
paid-on-call cadets by mem-
bers of the department, will 
work toward their National 
Fire Protection Association 
qualifications for professional 
firefighters while earning 10 
credits – the equivalent of two 
full-credit classes – toward 
their high school diploma. 

"We wanted to make these 
students potential candidates 
for any career positions avail-
able in our department," Hoff-
man said. "At age 18, they 
could be set to jump into a 
$60,000-per-year position 
right out of high school and 
hold a college-level certifica-
tion."

The cadets had to pass 
standard fitness tests, which 
all paid-on-call trainees are 
put through, and commit to 
180 hours of training over the 
next two years. Each year, 
Hoffman and his colleagues 
will recruit a new intake of 
cadets.

"Then at the end of the 
day, after the two years are up, 
they will write the (National 
Fire Protection Association) 
exam, which is almost like a 
Red Seal certification in the 
trades," said Hoffman. "It'll 
stay with them for life. We've 
told them if you play your 
cards right here, it could cer-
tainly lead to a career here 
with our department and the 
kids that are in the program 
now realize the carrot that's 

being dangled in front of 
them."

Along with learning fire-
fighting skills, the cadets will 
also get a taste of the culture 
and environment at the fire 
hall, which Hoffman says is 
an important aspect.

"A fire house is really a 
second home," he said. "Part 
of the culture is that camarad-
erie that comes hand in hand 
with sharing a home together. 
We do get bad situations that 
we deal with and when things 
go sideways, we have to rely 
on each other and you have to 
know the person next to you 
is capable of saving your life."

MacKinley Moore, a 
Grade 12 student at Sir John 
Franklin High School and one 
of the cadets, said he's looking 
forward to getting that experi-
ence of fire hall culture, as 
well as the training.

"The program just started 
a few weeks ago, but I've 
always been looking for-
ward to the next Tuesday the 
moment I left the fire hall," 
he said. 

Firefighting has always 
been at the back of his mind 
as a career choice, so when 
he heard about the cadet pro-
gram at the end of the last 
school year, he had to give 
it a try.

"I thought it'd be a great 
experience and might lead 
to a great career path," he 
said, adding he might like to 
become a full-time firefighter. 

"We'll see how she goes. 
I have to finish the program 
first!"

'It'll stay 
with them 
for life'

Cadet program at fire hall 
gives students firefighter 

certification while earning 
high school credits

by Candace Thomson  
Northern News Services

photos courtesy of Mike Hoffman

Paid-on-call cadets Toby McCarson, left, and Philip Careen pay attention during the lecture portion of 
their pa id-on-ca ll firefighting cadet course at the Yellowknife Fire Ha ll on Sept. 23.

Paid-on-call cadets Philip Careen, left, Toby 
McCarson, MacKinley Moore and Austin Sparks  
are suited up and ready for tra ining during their  
pa id-on-ca ll firefighter cadet course.

Paid-on-call cadets 
Philip Careen, left, 
Toby McCarson, 
Austin Sparks and 
MacKinley Moore 
prepare to suit up.

fire prevention 2014
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Many people in Yellowknife this 
past summer were pretty worried 
about forest fires reaching the city.

At one point in late July, the 
Department of Environment and 
Natural Resources (ENR) called 
fire number 85, burning just 27 
kilometres from Yellowknife, its top 
priority.   

Residents sat up and took notice 
after an voluntary evacuation was 

implemented for resi-
dents living along 
Highway 3 from the 
sandpits to about 35 
km west of the city.

However, winds 
changed direction, 
blowing the fire away 
from the highway 
and the city, also lift-

ing the voluntary evacuation.
In an e-mail, Nalini Naidoo, the 

city's director of communications 
and economic development, stated 
that city officials, along with a num-
ber of other agencies in the NWT, 
were in constant communication 
with the GNWT over the summer 
to receive updates from ENR on the 
forest fire situation.

She said the updates and infor-
mation sessions allowed all agen-
cies, including the city, to see what 
actions, if any, would be required 
from an emergency preparedness 
standpoint.

The city looked at various 

options in the event that fire came 
close to the city, such as building 
a fire break outside city limits to 
protect homes with sprinklers and 

pumps from the city's fire hydrants, 
she stated.

The city intends to work with 
officials from ENR to plan for a fire 

guard or other preventative meas-
ures for the southern portion of 
the city. Putting resources toward 
a fire prevention plan is part of the 

city's budget deliberation process as 
well, and Naidoo said residents are 
welcome to provide their thoughts 
on fire prevention during upcoming 
open houses for the 2015 budget.

Dennis Marchiori, director of 
public safety, said the city is looking 
at other systems for neighbourhoods 
that could be affected by a wildfire, 
including ENR kits that include fire 
hoses, sprinklers and pumps.

Officials from the city have met 
with ENR to ensure those kits are 
appropriate, he said, 
adding the territorial 
department highly 
recommends them 
for homeowners.  

"We are reviewing 
the cost of those kits 
and how many the 
city would need to 
keep in an emer-
gency stockpile," he said. "That cost 
will also be part of the city's overall 
budgeting process.

There are steps that residents can 
take to "fire smart" their properties, 
said Marchiori.

"Start with cleaning your eaves-
troughs or gutters. Clear your prop-
erty of brush and debris," he said.

He added if you have trees on 
your property, trim any branches or 
limbs within five feet of the ground.

"Keep you grass cut and keep the 
brush cleared. The idea is to have as 
little fuel, like wood and brush, on 
your property for a wildfire to reach 
and burn," he said.

Yk ready for large-scale fire threat: city
Officials claim plans are in place should any fire emergency arise

by John McFadden  
Northern News Services

photo courtesy of Department of Environment and Natural Resources

Yellowknife residents were concerned over the summer when this fire, fire number 85, crept to 
within 27 kilometres of the city. City of Yellowknife officia ls sa id they had plans in place had the 
fire reached the city, but they are  encouraging residents to 'fire smart' their properties as well.  

Dennis 
Marchiori

Nalini 
Naidoo
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The fire chief at the 
Yellowknife Airport concedes 
air passengers travelling to and 
from the city don't know too 
much about her department 
and what airport firefighters 
are trained to do.

And Sherry Beard said 
that's just fine with her.

"The less air passengers see 
of us, the better," she said.  
"That means we haven't been 
pressed into action and that's a 
good thing."

Beard has worked at the 
airport for the past five and a 
half years, the last two as fire 
chief.  

Even the location of the 
firefighting base isn't widely 
known. It's housed in what's 
known as the Combined Ser-
vices building, down a long 
driveway off Deh Cho Boule-
vard.

Beard said, however, that 

even though airport firefight-
ing crews aren't seen that often, 
the public can be rest assured 
they are trained and ready for 
any possible emergency and 
have proven that in the past.  

She said two 
used fire trucks 
were purchased 
this summer 
from Vancou-
ver International 
Airport.  

The trucks 
are eight-wheel-
drive vehicles, 
about twice the 
size of the department's exist-
ing trucks.   

"The ground in between the 
runways looks smooth, espe-
cially from the air, but it's not," 
Beard said.

"These trucks have to be 
able to navigate rough terrain, 
rocks, snow, whatever's in the 
way."

Beard said the fire depart-

ment at the airport is far busier 
than most people realize.

"We respond to about 60 
emergency events a year," she 
said. "That can range from 
rough landings to a baby being 

born aboard an 
airplane, which 
was the case 
back in Novem-
ber 2013."

In that case, 
a child was 
born on board a 
KLM flight from 
Amsterdam to 
Calgary.

The plane made an emer-
gency landing in Yellowknife 
after the baby had been deliv-
ered in the cabin. 

Beard, also a trained para-
medic, said the last major 
emergency they had to deal 
with was back in August 2013 
when a Hay River-bound Buf-
falo Airways DC3 crash-land-
ed short of the runway shortly 

after takeoff after one of the 
plane's engines failed. 

No one was hurt, but Beard 
say fire crews did have to 
extinguish a small engine fire.   

Beard said that when fire 
crews are not responding to 
an emergency, they spend 
their time training and testing 
equipment.

Beard said the department 
has a full-time staff of nine 
firefighters, complimented by 
about five relief firefighters.

"They are trained to do 
everything our regular crews 
do, they just have other jobs," 
she said. "They cover sick 
leave, vacation time, anything 
we need to call them in for."

Beard is the only female on 
the firefighting crew and she 
said she is proud of the work 
she and her staff does.

"I love my job and I know 
that we have a very important 
role in keeping airline passen-
gers in Yellowknife safe."

Airport fire department keeps low profile

John McFadden/NNSL photo

Sherry Beard, the fire chief at the Yellowknife 
Airport, stands beside one of the fire trucks the a ir-
port purchased from the Vancouver Internationa l 
Airport Fire Department.

The less travellers see them, the better: Chief Sherry Beard
by John McFadden  

Northern News Services

"We respond  
to about 60 
emergency 

events a year."
Sherry Beard
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Fire safety at home is rela-
tively simple.

Experts stress the impor-
tance of smoke detectors and 
safe cooking practices.

But for Luke Wood, owner 
and operator of Thornton's Wine 
and Tapas Room and manager 
of the Wildcat Cafe, the issue is 
a little bit more involved.

"You'll have your exits lit 
and clearly marked, emergency 
lighting, you've got fire extin-
guishers in the proper places 
and there's load occupancies," 
he explained. "And in the kitch-
en, a fire suppression system is 
installed over open flame and 
hot surfaces so if there is a fire, 
it sets it off."

Wood's father came to Yel-
lowknife to work as a chef at 
the Explorer Hotel in 1974 and 
Wood has followed his family's 
career path as he's managed 
restaurants in Yellowknife for 
eight years. 

Although he said he can't 
remember how fire safety was 
managed in 1974 – "I was just 
a little boy back then", he said 
– he's seen restaurant fire sup-
pression technology change 
drastically since entering the 
business.

For example, Wood has a 
system in his kitchen at Thorn-
ton's that automatically stops 
propane and the grills when the 
power goes out. This, he said, 
saves his restaurant from filling 
with smoke if there's no power 

and the fans in the kitchen stop 
working.

Before this, propane-fed 
grills would keep cooking after 
hood fans would quit sucking 
smoky air out of the kitchen. 
He said this is why some restau-
rants will fill with smoke during 
outages.

When the power goes out 
during a lunch or dinner rush, 
the fire prevention system saves 
his guests a lot of grief, but 
Wood admits it can be a bum-
mer for his bottom line.

"It stops everything," he said. 
"That's the end of everything 

(and) that's the end of your night 
if that happens. You only have a 
bit of time – up to 15 minutes 
– and then guests start leaving. 
It used to drive me crazy when 

we did lunch (at Thornton's) 
because if it didn't come back 
on right away, it would ruin the 
entire lunch.”

He added power outages are 
less of an issue during dinner 
service because people tend to 
trickle in and out all night.

Outside of these measures, 
Wood pointed to the territory's 
fire marshal, Chucker Dewar, as 
a great partner in restaurant fire 
safety. He comes by every six 
months to make sure everything 
is taken care of. 

"They come in and check 
and we really have nothing to 
do with it," he said. 

"They fill the fire extin-
guishers, they fill our fire sup-
pression system and they send 
us the bill."

Thornton's plays it safe
Restaurateur Luke Wood points to partnership  

with fire marshal, new technology as invaluable tools
by Randi Beers  

Northern News Services

Randi Beers/NNSL photo

Luke Wood, owner and operator of Thornton's 
Wine and Tapas Room and operator of the 
Wildcat Cafe, says new fire suppression tech-
nology helps keep his restaurants and staff fire 
safe. He's managed restaurants in Yellowknife 
for eight years.
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Yellowknife schools may 
be honouring Fire Prevention 
Week, but efforts by teach-
ers and administrators to keep 
children safe continue all year 
long.

It all begins with the plan-
ning of the year's fire drills and 
lock-down exercises, which 
start in September. The first 
fire drills typically take place 
before the end of that first 
month.

"We have someone from 
the fire department come see 
our first drill and judge how 
fast and quietly it's completed," 
said Paul Bennett, principal at 
JH Sissons School.

After that first drill, the 
school will hold several each 
year, as do all schools with 
Yellowknife Education District 
No. 1 – but occasionally, the 
administrators shake things up.

"Sometimes, we don't 
even tell the teachers when 
the drill is going to be and 
we might block one of the 
exits and they have to use the 
alternative route to make sure 
the kids always remain calm," 
said Bennett. "They then get 
out, line up in the basketball 
court, teachers do attendance 
and then everyone goes back 
to class and the report is done 
on the drill."

At Yellowknife Catholic 
Schools, six fire drills are done 
per year at St. Patrick High 
School and Weledeh Catholic 
School – three inside and three 
outside with lockdown prac-
tices done as well.

"Every teacher has the 
emergency response plan post-
ed in their classroom and they 
review it verbally with every-
one, then walk through it with 
their classes and with the rest 
of the school," said Todd Stew-
art, vice-principal at St. Pat's. 
"We make it a surprise for the 
teachers too, sometimes, and 
since the schools are joined, St. 
Pat's and Weledeh do the same 
fire drill at the same time."

While the drills and safety 
procedures are practiced all 
year, there are always special 
presentations by Gerda Groot-
huizen, deputy fire chief of life 
safety and prevention with the 
Yellowknife Fire Division.

Along with the presenta-
tions, all of the schools are 
encouraged to take part in the 
Fire Safety Fair put on by the 
division, where they can show 
off individual, team or family 
projects sharing their knowl-
edge of fire safety.

"All of the kids are working 
on projects, from posters to 
pictures to colouring to vid-
eos – they're pretty involved," 
said Dawn Cosman, princi-
pal at Mildred Hall School. 
"There's a focus on kitchen 
safety, fire safety and smoke 
detector safety and some of 
them choose more than one 
topic. I was actually working 
with one boy who's working on 
kitchen fire safety and electri-
cal cords safety."

Groothuizen, who is the 
main driving force behind the 
fair, said the division received 
entries from families and stu-
dents or teams from kindergar-

ten to Grade 8 by Sept. 29 and 
they were shown at the open 
house at the fire hall on Oct. 4.

"What's so great about this 
is that the kids bring it to the 
parents and the whole family 
gets involved in it," she said. 
"On the other side, the older 
kids learn a little bit about fire 
safety and being that informa-
tion home to the parents, so 
we're reaching into the homes, 
which is fabulous."

photo courtesy of Gerda Groothuizen

Albert Bernhardt, left, shows the fire safety project he did with his children, 
Connor, who is in Grade 3 at Range Lake North School and Camerah, a kinder-
garten student at JH Sissons School. Their project was judged during the Fire 
Safety Fa ir on Oct. 4.

Safe at school
Fire safety taught all year in Yellowknife 

schools with drills, class projects 
by Candace Thomson  
Northern News Services
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