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Figure 5: Environment of incident 
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Figure 6: Primary cause of incident 
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Figure 4: Reason for being in the backcountry 
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Figure 3: Monthly incident distribution by region 
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Figure 2: Annual number of events 

Backcountry travel emergencies in northern Canada: 
A case series of media-reported events 

Rural and Indigenous populations in northern Canada regularly 
travel in backcountry areas where they have limited access to 
telecommunication and emergency services. For many 
communities, travel is necessary for hunting, employment, cultural 
practices, and recreation, and often involves transport by 
snowmobile, boat, or on foot.1,2 Due to the nature of northern 
environments, travel in remote areas can pose risks for injuries and 
death.3,4 This may contribute to the elevated rates of injury 
morbidity and mortality in the Arctic.5  
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Figure 1: Travel party community of origin (% of total events in territory) 
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Discussion

ResultsBackground

Results

Objectives
Each year, northern media outlets commonly report on incidents 
related to ‘on the land’ activities that result in missing persons or 
deaths. These reports may be complimentary data sources to official 
data from Search and Rescue organizations, RCMP, or health-related 
sources. In this study, we aimed to describe the extent and 
characteristics of media-reported backcountry travel emergencies.  

Questions
In this study, we sought to answer the following questions: 
①  How many backcountry emergency events in the Northwest 

Territories and Nunavut did news media outlets report from 
2004 to 2013? 

②  What were the most common environmental conditions, 
methods of transportation, and primary causes of backcountry 
emergency events? 

③  What were the common outcomes reported? 

We used a case series design to examine backcountry travel 
emergencies in the Northwest Territories (NWT) and Nunavut (NU), 
Canada between January 1, 2004 and December 31, 2013. We 
identified cases by conducting an online search for news stories from 
two media outlets, Northern News Services and Nunatsiaq News.  
 
We defined cases as a media-reported event related to travel outside 
of communities that resulted in an emergency such as a mechanical 
problem, missing person, or death. We identified events using the 
terms “rescue”, “missing”, and “search.” We developed a 
standardized data collection form to ensure consistency between 
reviewers. We extracted data from the eligible articles, and used 
descriptive statistics to examine demographic, environmental, and 
health-related trends. We used Microsoft Excel to analyze the data. 

Methods

One limitation in our study was that it is likely we do not have a 
complete capture of all backcountry travel emergencies, and death-
related incidents may be overrepresented. The media may 
underreport events because of limited coverage for the most remote 
or small communities. Also, emergencies that do not require search 
and rescue support, or those in which individuals do not seek 
medical attention may not be officially reported. For the events we 
did identify, several news articles were missing demographic or 
descriptive information. 

Conclusion

Limitations

We showed that backcountry travel emergencies are frequent in 
northern Canada, are most common among adult men, and are 
highly fatal. We observed regional differences between the NWT and 
Nunavut with regards to the reasons for being on the land and the 
primary cause of the emergency. In both regions, the majority of 
events occurred on land or water, rather than ice.  

We identified 55 backcountry travel emergencies in Nunavut and 
66 in the Northwest Territories from 2004 to 2013 (table 1). 
Travellers originated in the larger communities in both regions 
(Yellowknife, Inuvik, Iqaluit) in the majority of the events (figure 1). 
Both regions experienced substantial variation in the number of 
annual events (figure 2). Events occurred most often in July/
August in the NWT and in November/December in NU (figure 3).  

Table 1: Demographics 
Nunavut NWT 

Number of events 55 66 
Sex* (% male) 86% 78% 
Mean** Age (Range) 36.6 (<1-81) 34 (4-92) 
Mean # in party (Range) 2.9 (1-30) 2.7 (1-34)  
*Based on 46 events in NU and 59 in NWT 
**Based on 33 events in NU and 29 in NWT  
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Nunavut 

Northwest 
Territories 

Hunting/harvesting and transportation were the most common reasons 
for being on the land (figure 4). In NWT, the majority of incidents occurred 
on the water, and in boats (35%), while in Nunavut, the majority occurred 
on land (figure 5). Environmental causes related to ice and water 
conditions were the most frequent contributing factor for events in the 
NWT. These included falling through the ice, ice jams, fast currents, hitting 
a sandbar, boat capsizing, and falling into the water. In Nunavut, weather 
conditions were the most frequent primary cause of emergencies; this 
included high winds, low visibility, and blizzards (figure 6).  

Nunavut 

NWT 

We observed differences between Nunavut and the Northwest 
Territories with regard to the reason for being on the land, 
environment of incident, and reported cause. We found that the 
news-media is a feasible data source, though it likely over-reports 
extreme cases. For surveillance purposes, it may be useful to 
compare media reports with official government and community 
data sources. 
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