
Margaret Fast, the city’s medical health officer, “it is un-
likely to be infected by pathogens from flood water.”
However, residents were advised that people with sup-
pressed immune systems should boil drinking water vig-
orously for 1 minute as a precaution against microbes and
parasites.

Dr. Jim Popplow, the province’s environmental med-
ical officer of health, said similar advice was being given
to rural residents whose wells and cisterns may have
been contaminated by floodwater. “We have instructed
rural evacuees who are re-entering their homes to obtain
drinking and cooking water from another source, such
as bottled water or an uncontaminated public system,”
he said. Those unable to get sufficient potable water this
way were warned to boil water for up to 3 minutes or to
disinfect it with chlorine bleach or other chemicals until
water samples could be tested.

Initially officials also were concerned about rotting
animal carcasses — by late April almost 800 had been re-
moved around Grand Forks, the North Dakota city dev-
astated by the flood and a major fire.

However, Popplow said stories of thousands of floating
carcasses on the American side of the border were appar-
ently untrue. “There were reports that many American
farmers did not have time to move their livestock to
higher ground before the flood swamped their land and

many of their animals were swept away by the river.”
Even if the stories were true, the potential health

problems would be countered by frigid water tempera-
tures. “The temperature in the river is about 5 to 7 de-
grees, about the same as a refrigerated meat locker,” said
Popplow.

Dilution because of the quantity of water in what be-
came known as the “Red Sea” also helped allay serious
health concerns. Even though more fecal material and
chemicals such as pesticides entered the river, the water
stayed comparatively clean simply because of its volume.
“The water is clean enough [in terms of bacterial count]
to swim in while pesticides, heavy metal and herbicides
are present only in minute amounts,” said Popplow. A
water sample taken near the border town of Emerson in-
dicated that 2,4-D was just at the detection limit.

As a precaution, Guilfoyle said, people who cut them-
selves while in contact with river water were being advised
to get a tetanus booster unless they had received one
within the last 10 years. He was more concerned about
the long-term effects of mould and fungi growing in the
walls of flooded homes. To reduce the risk of allergy or
respiratory infection, people were told to remove wall-
board well above the water line.

Hospitals coped

As rural Manitobans began to go back to their homes
and Winnipeggers watched water levels fall, most of the
patients and staff of the St. Boniface General Hospital
settled in for what was expected to be a lengthy exile
from their facility.

About 350 patients were evacuated from the St. Boni-
face General Hospital to the Health Sciences Centre
(HSC) in late April when floodwaters threatened the in-
stitution, which was built close to the banks of the Red
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A security guard stands on a stairway to nowhere to take a
water level reading behind St. Boniface General Hospital. The
stairs normally lead to a walkway that follows the Red River.

Manitobans learned a great deal about the history
and geography of the Red River Valley as they
watched the re-creation of an ancient inland lake
this spring.

Winnipeg is at the bottom of the former Lake
Agassiz, formed by melting ice 10 000 years ago.
The city is about 180 m below the Manitoba escarp-
ment, which was the shoreline of that huge lake.

Normally the only reminder of it is the Red River,
which in the border town of Emerson, Man., is usu-
ally about 150 m wide. In May it was 30 km wide.

The Manitoba capital has seen floodwater before
— the last notable flood was in 1950 — but a num-
ber of controls, including 200 km of primary dikes
and a floodway, are now in place. These, along with
20–25 km of newly built clay dikes, appear to have
saved the city from disaster in 1997. Officials esti-
mate that without the floodway and other controls,
the water would have reached 34.5 feet — 10 feet
higher than recorded this year, and 8 feet above the
city’s 26.5-feet-high permanent dikes.

Re-creating Manitoba’s “Red Sea”


