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Extreme heat 

Workplace safety is significantly impacted by extreme heat and it is affecting the health and 

safety of outdoor workers and an increasing share of indoor workers.1 “Early symptoms of heat 

stress – such as excessive fatigue, lethargy, irritability, lack of coordination and altered 

judgement – can result in serious incidents.”2 These impacts disproportionately land on the 

most precarious workers, such as migrant workers,3 workers with disabilities, low-wage4 and 

other marginalized workers. The Workers’ Compensation Board of BC (WCB) or WorkSafeBC 

provides provincial regulations on thermal exposure, but these have not been updated since 

2005.5 While employers have a duty to take every reasonable precaution to ensure the 

workplace is safe for workers, including effective measures to prevent heat stress, a recent 

report commissioned by the BC government on the 2021 heat dome found that many 

employers did not maintain safe temperatures in the workplace because of inadequate physical 

cooling infrastructure and a lack of knowledge of the risks of heat stress.6 The report highlights 

both limited workplace guidance and enforcement on the relevant occupational standards 

(although a guide was recently published in July 20237). These impacts will be exacerbated as 

temperatures are projected to increase over the years to come. 

Air quality 

Smoke from wildfire contains thousands of individual compounds, including carbon monoxide, 

volatile organic compounds, carbon dioxide, hydrocarbons and nitrogen oxides. Workers are 

increasingly being exposed to poor air quality from wildfires. This includes a wide range of 

outdoor workers including wildfire fighters and other first responders, municipal workers, such 

as those in refuse and recycling collection, 8 construction workers,9 farmworkers, restaurant 

patio servers,10 as well as indoor workers affected by ventilation systems letting or drawing in 

outside air, even long distances away. There are multiple short- and long-term health effects 

associated with wildfire smoke, including “the aggravation of pre-existing respiratory and 

 
1 https://climateinstitute.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/The-case-for-adapting-to-extreme-heat-costs-of-the-
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2 https://www.worksafebc.com/en/resources/health-safety/books-guides/preventing-heat-stress-at-work?lang=en 
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3 https://climateinstitute.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/The-case-for-adapting-to-extreme-heat-costs-of-the-
BC-heat-wave.pdf (p. 21) 
4 https://workersolidarity.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Climate-and-Labour-Report-WSN-2023.pdf  
5 https://www.worksafebc.com/en/law-policy/occupational-health-safety/searchable-ohs-regulation/ohs-
regulation/part-07-noise-vibration-radiation-and-temperature#SectionNumber:7.26  
6 https://climateinstitute.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/The-case-for-adapting-to-extreme-heat-costs-of-the-
BC-heat-wave.pdf 
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9 https://www.ccohs.ca/oshanswers/safety_haz/forest_fires.html  
10 https://workersolidarity.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Climate-and-Labour-Report-WSN-2023.pdf (p. 14) 

https://climateinstitute.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/The-case-for-adapting-to-extreme-heat-costs-of-the-BC-heat-wave.pdf
https://climateinstitute.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/The-case-for-adapting-to-extreme-heat-costs-of-the-BC-heat-wave.pdf
https://www.worksafebc.com/en/resources/health-safety/books-guides/preventing-heat-stress-at-work?lang=en
https://climateinstitute.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/The-case-for-adapting-to-extreme-heat-costs-of-the-BC-heat-wave.pdf
https://climateinstitute.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/The-case-for-adapting-to-extreme-heat-costs-of-the-BC-heat-wave.pdf
https://workersolidarity.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Climate-and-Labour-Report-WSN-2023.pdf
https://www.worksafebc.com/en/law-policy/occupational-health-safety/searchable-ohs-regulation/ohs-regulation/part-07-noise-vibration-radiation-and-temperature#SectionNumber:7.26
https://www.worksafebc.com/en/law-policy/occupational-health-safety/searchable-ohs-regulation/ohs-regulation/part-07-noise-vibration-radiation-and-temperature#SectionNumber:7.26
https://climateinstitute.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/The-case-for-adapting-to-extreme-heat-costs-of-the-BC-heat-wave.pdf
https://climateinstitute.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/The-case-for-adapting-to-extreme-heat-costs-of-the-BC-heat-wave.pdf
https://www.worksafebc.com/en/resources/health-safety/books-guides/preventing-heat-stress-at-work?lang=en
https://cupe387.ca/files/2021/06/Indoor-Air-Quality.pdf
https://www.ccohs.ca/oshanswers/safety_haz/forest_fires.html
https://workersolidarity.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Climate-and-Labour-Report-WSN-2023.pdf


Page 2 of 2 

cardiovascular disease” and “an increased risk of cancer or other chronic health problems.”11 

Exposure to wildfire smoke is made worse by the heat and humidity and the smoke can be a 

safety hazard to workers due to reduced visibility. The WCB does not provide specific 

regulations for wildfire smoke, however, regulations on Controlling Exposures12 are applicable 

to wildfire smoke by considering the specific allowable levels of exposure for each component 

in the smoke. The WCB released a guide in 2017 (updated in 2021), which recommends treating 

it in the same way as other “general workplace hazards.”13 Employers have a duty to take all 

reasonable precautions, including identifying hazards and taking the appropriate actions to 

prevent injuries or incidents in the workplace.14 

Recommendations: The Government of BC and the WCB should:  

• review occupational standards for heat exposure, including the overlapping impacts of 

humidity, to reflect the reality of increased environmental temperatures impacting both 

outdoor and indoor workplaces;  

• review occupational standards for indoor air quality and controlling exposures to reflect 

the reality of increased wildfires impacting both indoor and outdoor workplaces;  

• provide clear and timely guidance and training on these standards to all employers and 

workers;  

• ensure adequate resources to enforce these standards to prevent harm to workers; 

• provide funding for retrofits to ensure all public buildings have cooling and wildfire level 

air filtration systems; and require cooling and air filtration retrofits by private 

employers; and 

• ensure workers have access to additional paid leave (sick and climate-related), as well as 

income support if their workplace is closed due to climate impacts.15,16 
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11 https://www.worksafebc.com/en/resources/health-safety/information-sheets/wildfire-smoke-frequently-asked-
questions-faq (p. 1) 
12 https://www.worksafebc.com/en/law-policy/occupational-health-safety/searchable-ohs-regulation/ohs-
regulation/part-05-chemical-and-biological-substances#SectionNumber:5.48 (Section 5.48-5.59) 
13 https://www.worksafebc.com/en/resources/health-safety/information-sheets/wildfire-smoke-frequently-asked-
questions-faq (p. 4) 
14 https://www.ccohs.ca/pdfs/publications/pub-hb-climate-change-web.pdf  
15 https://workersolidarity.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Climate-and-Labour-Report-WSN-2023.pdf (p. 18-19) 
16 2023 Federal Budget Summary: Employment Insurance (justice4workers.org) 
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