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Abstract 

Wildfire and flood events of recent years have stretched and tested British Columbia’s 

Emergency Support Services (ESS) system; a provincial program designed by Emergency 

Management BC (EMBC) to support evacuees. As evidenced by after action reviews from the 

2017 and 2018 wildfire and flood seasons, in many areas ESS approaches fell short of providing 

adequate support to Indigenous communities. This thesis, designed using Indigenous research 

methodologies and action research engagement principles, is centred around the question: “How 

might emergency management practitioners braid cultural safety and a respect, honouring and 

celebration of Indigenous traditional knowledge, and community-based practices into ESS 

training and practices?” This project was designed following the Royal Roads University Ethics 

Policy and the Tri-Council Ethical Guidelines. It involved virtual Circle Way group sessions and 

one-on-one semi-structured interviews with 23 Indigenous emergency management and support 

organization practitioners from across the province. Participants defined 'cultural safety' within 

the ESS context and provided recommendations for a system of evacuee care that is culturally 

safe, relevant, and supports the holistic (mental, emotional, spiritual, and physical) well-being of 

all people. This research will inform future ESS policies and program guidelines and contribute 

to academic knowledge through its exploration of the intersections of Indigenous experience, 

knowledge and culturally safe practices in emergency management.  
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Executive Summary 

Emergency Support Services is a provincial government program in British Columbia 

managed by Emergency Management BC and delivered in communities by First Nations and 

local governments in response to small- or large-scale emergency events such as house fires, 

wildfires, floods or landslides. The program was designed to provide short-term assistance to 

evacuees by providing access to food, clothing, shelter, and incidentals (i.e. personal hygiene 

items). Indigenous communities in British Columbia have been disproportionately impacted by 

emergency events yet have had little influence in designing and delivering the services they 

receive as evacuees or are encouraged to administer as First Nations governments (Mihychuk, 

2018). This lack of representation resulted in Indigenous evacuees experiencing discrimination, 

feelings of exclusion, and cultural unsafety because Indigenous values and ways of knowing 

were absent from the evacuation process (Mihychuk, 2018; Sharp & Krebs, 2018). This research 

project aimed to examine Indigenous cultural inclusion strategies in Emergency Support Services 

through interagency and cross-community collaboration. This project combined international 

leading practices with community-based, action-oriented recommendations to support a more 

inclusive and culturally safe system to support evacuees and guide practitioners. Through virtual 

sharing circles and one-on-one semi-structured interviews, I worked with 23 Indigenous 

emergency management or support organization professionals to explore the question: How 

might emergency management practitioners braid cultural safety and a respect, honouring and 

celebration of Indigenous traditional knowledge, and community-based practices into ESS 

training and practices? Together we reimagined a system of care that considered physical safety 

and the spiritual, cultural, emotional, and mental well-being of evacuees and those who care for 

them.  
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This work built upon the Indigenous Relations Behavioural Competencies (BC Public 

Service, 2020), the social determinants of health, and cultural safety research within the fields of 

health and child/youth care (Ball, 2009; Brascoupé & Waters, 2009; Martin, 2012; Owens, 

2019). It also explored the intersection of Indigenous knowledge and experiences in emergency 

management both through peer-reviewed literature (Becker et al., 2008; Dicken, 2007; Poole, 

2019) and the after-action reviews of wildfire and floods events in British Columba from the last 

five years (Abbott & Chapman, 2018; Sharp & Krebs, 2018; Shields, 2018; Verhaeghe et al., 

2019). The overarching methodology, study design, data collection methods, data analysis 

methods, measures of validity, and ethical considerations were grounded in Indigenous research 

and decolonizing methodologies (Kovach, 2009; Strega & Brown, 2015), the concepts of “two-

eyed seeing” (Colbourne et al., 2019; Marshall & Bartlett, 2018) and “relational accountability” 

where “systems of knowledge are built on the relationships that we have not just with people or 

objects, but relationships that we have with the cosmos, with ideas, concepts, and everything 

around us” (Wilson, 2001, p. 177). Strong relationships are central to creating transformative 

change. I conducted the study using the five cultural safety principles: partnerships, personal 

knowledge, protocols, process, and positive purpose (Ball, 2009). The group methods were 

designed based on the Circle Way (Baldwin & Linnea, 2010) and focussed on how practitioners 

defined cultural safety in ESS, what actions could be taken, and how cultural safety might be 

measured. While Indigenous research methodologies, decolonizing methodologies and action 

research engagement principles were at the core of this project, I remained flexible to the 

generative data collection processes. Rather than force participants’ narratives to fit my chosen 

methodologies, I took a "bricolage" approach described by Steinburg (2006, p. 119) as "taking 

research strategies from a variety of scholarly disciplines and traditions as they are needed in the 
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unfolding context of the research situation" (Lowan-Trudeau, 2012, p. 116). Other 

methodological influences included intersectionality, feminist participatory action research 

(PAR) (Gatenby & Humphries, 2000; Gopaldas, 2013; Smooth, 2013) and appreciative inquiry 

(Agger-Gupta & Perodeau, 2016; Busch, 2005, 2012). I was drawn to participatory action 

research (PAR) and feminist research because they have been “developed by researchers aiming 

for involvement, activism and social critique for the purpose of liberatory change” (Gatenby & 

Humphries, 2000, p. 89). Appreciative inquiry complements these methodologies because "as a 

research method it is not interested in discovering what is but in allowing a collective to uncover 

what could be” (Busch, 2012 p. 14).  After emergency events, after action reviews often point to 

what went wrong, but I wanted to focus participants on conversations about how to shape a safer, 

more inclusive future in ESS. “The critical element in an Appreciative Inquiry (AI) process is 

therefore about exploring possibilities for appreciation and what could be done rather than a 

deficit-focused repair of something gone wrong” (Agger-Gupta & Perodeau, 2016, p. 2). This 

blend of methodologies aligned with culturally safe research because of the focus on supportive, 

strengths-based and solution-oriented conversations. Once the data was collected, I used an in 

vivo coding method to analyze the data based on the verbatim words spoken by participants 

(Saldana & Omasta, 2017). I organized that information into thematic codes which then became 

the foundation of the findings, conclusions and recommendations. The six findings included 1.) 

context and current state, 2.) definitions of 'cultural safety' in ESS, 3.) culturally safe emergency 

evacuations and registration, 4.) culturally safe emergency supports and services, 5.) knowledge 

and training required for cultural safety in ESS, and 6.) planning and preparedness to integrate 

cultural safety. The four recommendations included 1.) co-creating a Cultural Safety in ESS 

Champions Table, 2.) co-developing an ESS Cultural Safety Framework, 3.) co-drafting a 
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Cultural Safety in ESS Policy Statement, and 4.) co-producing and monitoring a Cultural Safety 

in ESS Transformative Change Plan. I also presented this information in a recommendation 

report which was shared with participants for their input and validation before using that data in 

this thesis. I also held a ‘Help It Happen’ meeting with EMBC partners to prioritize actions and 

design the path forward. To support a transformative, long-term systems change process, the 

recommendations were organized using Margo Greenwood’s framework which depicts three 

interconnected layers of structural change, system change and service delivery to support the 

integration of cultural safety in BC’s health care system (Greenwood, 2019). During one of the 

virtual group sessions, Participant 11, an Indigenous emergency manager who has served in 

BC’s Interior and North said: “I believe that BC is going to lead the way with cultural safety.” 

My goal was to create the conditions for shared leadership so that Emergency Management BC 

and Indigenous ESS champions had a road map to “lead the way with cultural safety” while 

respecting, honouring, and supporting Indigenous resilience and knowledge. The data collection 

methods and actions that flowed from this work aimed to bring together the Western/dominant 

perspective (the current ESS model) and Indigenous experiences and perspectives (research 

participant perspectives) to create a future state where two-eyed seeing is applied to evacuation 

and evacuee supports.  

References 

Abbott, G., & Chapman, M. (2018). Addressing the new normal: 21st century disaster 

management in British Columbia. 148. https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/public-safety-

and-emergency-services/emergency-preparedness-response-recovery/embc/bc-flood-and-

wildfire-review-addressing-the-new-normal-21st-century-disaster-management-in-bc-

web.pdf 



CULTURAL SAFETY IN EMERGENCY SUPPORT SERVICES                                     13 

Agger-Gupta, N., & Perodeau, A. (2016). Appreciative Inquiry in RRU Mid-Career Student Life. 

1–13. 

Baldwin, Christina., & Linnea, A. (2010). The circle way : a leader in every chair. Berrett-

Koehler Publishers. 

Ball, J. (2008). Poster: Cultural Safety in practice with children, families and communities. In 

Early Years Interprofessional Research and Practice Conference, Vancouver, February 1, 

2008. 

Ball, J. (2009). Cultural competence in health care for Aboriginal peoples Aboriginal peoples. In 

PowerPoint. British Columbia Public Health Services Authority and Vancouver Coastal 

Health Authority. 

Becker, J., Johnston, D., Lazrus, H., Crawford, G., & Nelson, D. (2008). Use of traditional 

knowledge in emergency management for tsunami hazard A case study from Washington 

State, USA. https://doi.org/10.1108/09653560810901737 

Brascoupé, S., & Waters, C. (2009). Cultural safety exploring the applicability of the concept of 

cultural safety to Aboriginal health and community wellness. Journal of Aboriginal Health, 

6–41. 

Busch, G. (2012). Foundations of Appreciative Inquiry: History, criticism and potential feature 

choice. www.aipractitioner.com 

Dicken, E. (2007). Informing Disaster Resilience through a Nuu-chah-nulth Way of Knowing. In 

BSc. 

Emergency Management BC. (2010). Emergency Social Services field guide: The heart of 

disaster response. 

Emergency Management BC. (2014). Emergency Management BC Strategic Plan. 



CULTURAL SAFETY IN EMERGENCY SUPPORT SERVICES                                     14 

First Nations Health Authority. (2015). Declaration of commitment on cultural safety and 

humility in health services. 

First Nations Health Authority. (2016). FNHA’s policy statement on cultural safety and humility. 

Gatenby, B., & Humphries, M. (2000). Feminist participatory action research: Methodological 

and ethical issues. Women’s Studies International Forum, 23(1), 89–105. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0277-5395(99)00095-3 

Gopaldas, A. (2013). Intersectionality 101. Journal of Public Policy & Marketing, 32(1_suppl), 

90–94. https://doi.org/10.1509/jppm.12.044 

Greenwood, M. (2019). Modelling change and cultural safety: A case study in northern British 

Columbia health system transformation. Healthcare Management Forum, 32(1), 11–14. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0840470418807948 

Kovach, M. (2009). Indigenous methodologies: characteristics, conversations, and contexts. 

University of Toronto Press. 

Lowan-Trudeau, G. (2012). Methodological Métissage: An Interpretive Indigenous Approach to 

Environmental Education Research. In Canadian Journal of Environmental Education (Vol. 

17). 

Marshall, A., & Bartlett, C. (2018). Two-Eyed Seeing for Knowledge Gardening. In 

Encyclopedia of Educational Philosophy and Theory (pp. 1–7). Springer Singapore. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-287-532-7_638-1 

Martin, D. H. (2012). Two-Eyed Seeing: A Framework for Understanding Indigenous and Non-

Indigenous Approaches to Indigenous Health Research. 44, 20–42. 

https://doi.org/10.1509/jppm.12.044


CULTURAL SAFETY IN EMERGENCY SUPPORT SERVICES                                     15 

Mihychuk, H. M. (2018). From the ashes: Reimagining fire safety and emergency management 

in Indigenous communities. Report of the Standing Committee on Indigenous and Northern 

Affairs. www.ourcommons.ca 

Owens, B. (2019). Tailoring cultural safety training in health care to local context of Indigenous 

communities. CMAJ : Canadian Medical Association Journal = Journal de l’Association 

Medicale Canadienne, 191(30), E845–E846. https://doi.org/10.1503/cmaj.1095780 

Poole, M. (2019). Like residential schools all over again: Experiences of emergency evacuation 

from the Assin’skowitiniwak (Rock Cree) community of Pelican Narrows. 

Province of British Columbia. (2019a). Emergency Support Services (ESS). 

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/safety/emergency-preparedness-response-

recovery/volunteers/emergency-support-services 

Province of British Columbia. (2019b). Government’s action plan: Responding to wildfire and 

flood risks. https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/public-safety-and-emergency-

services/emergency-preparedness-response-recovery/embc/abbott-

chapman_action_plan_update_october_2019.pdf 

Province of British Columbia. (2020). IR Competencies Fact Sheet . Indigenous Relations 

Behavioral Competencies. https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/careers-myhr/job-

seekers/about-competencies/indigenous-relations/fact-sheet 

Saldana, J., & Omasta, M. (2017). Qualitative research: analyzing life (1st ed.). SAGE 

Publications Inc. https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/qualitative-research/book245811 

Sharp, K., & Krebs, A. (2018). Trial by fire: Nadleh Whut’en and the Shovel Lake Fire, 2018 

(Vol. 17, Issue 4). Larry Nooski. 



CULTURAL SAFETY IN EMERGENCY SUPPORT SERVICES                                     16 

Shields, S. (2018). With Us, Not For Us: Interior Region report on wildfires 2017 review of 

FNHA emergency response. 

Smooth, W. G. (2013). Intersectionality from theoretical framework to policy intervention. In 

Situating Intersectionality (pp. 11–41). Palgrave Macmillan US. 

https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137025135_2 

Stroh, D. P. (2015). Systems thinking for social change. Chelsea Green Publishing. 

Verhaeghe, C., Feltes, E., & Stacey, Dr. J. (2019). The Fires Awakened Us Tsilhqot’in Report- 

2017 Wildfires. 

Wilson, S. (2001). What is indigenous research methodology? Canadian Journal of Native 

Education, 25(2). https://search-proquest-

com.ezproxy.royalroads.ca/docview/230307399/fulltextPDF/E268347286BE43F8PQ/1?acc

ountid=8056 

Wilson, S. (2008). Research is ceremony: Indigenous research methods. In Research is 

ceremony: Indigenous research methods. Fernwood Publishing. 

https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264243507-1-en 

Yumagulova, L., Phibbs, S., Kenney, C. M., Yellow Old Woman-Munro, D., Christianson, A. 

C.,  McGee, T. K., & Whitehair, R. (2019). The role of disaster volunteering in Indigenous 

 communities. Environmental Hazards. https://doi.org/10.1080/17477891.2019.1657791 

  

https://doi.org/10.1080/17477891.2019.1657791


CULTURAL SAFETY IN EMERGENCY SUPPORT SERVICES                                     17 

 “All problems must be solved within the context of the culture—otherwise you are just 

creating another form of assimilation” (Squires, 1999, as cited in Kovach, 2009, p. 75). 

Chapter 1: Focus and Framing 

This chapter provides the focus and framing of the action research project, which was 

initially inspired by a comment from Nini Samra, emergency manager at Musqueam First Nation 

who said, "If communities had the ability to continue practicing their culture, even when 

displaced, imagine how much more resilient they would be?" (personal communication, 

September 11, 2019). That statement sparked my journey to translate a decade of emergency 

management experience, and my position as a student researcher, into a project to reimagine how 

British Columbia’s Emergency Support Services system might better support Indigenous 

peoples.  

Emergency Support Services is a provincial government program in British Columbia 

managed by Emergency Management BC and delivered in communities by First Nations and 

local governments in response to small- or large-scale emergency events such as house fires, 

wildfires and floods. The system was designed to provide short-term assistance to evacuees by 

providing access to food, clothing, shelter and incidentals. Indigenous communities in British 

Columbia have been disproportionately impacted by emergency events yet have had little 

influence in designing and delivering the services they receive as evacuees or are encouraged to 

administer as First Nations governments (Mihychuk, 2018). This resulted in some evacuees 

experiencing culturally unsafe lodging, food, registration and evacuation practices, as 

documented in the 2017 and 2018 after action reviews (Abbott & Chapman, 2018; Sharp & 

Krebs, 2018; Shields, 2018; Verhaeghe et al., 2019). Taken in a societal and historical context, 

culturally unsafe practices in ESS created layers of trauma as some family units were separated, 
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group lodging facilities reminded evacuees of residential school settings, and evacuees 

experienced discrimination from people at restaurants and hotels due to being both Indigenous 

and an evacuee (Abbott & Chapman, 2018; Sharp & Krebs, 2018; Shields, 2018; Verhaeghe et 

al., 2019). This research project aimed to examine strategies for Indigenous cultural inclusion in 

Emergency Support Services through interagency and cross-community collaboration. The 

findings combined international leading practices with community-based, action-oriented 

solutions to support a more inclusive and culturally safe system for evacuees and practitioners. 

Through virtual sharing circles and one-on-one semi-structured interviews, I worked with 23 

Indigenous emergency management or support organization professionals to reimagine a system 

of care that considered physical safety and the spiritual, cultural, emotional and mental well-

being of evacuees and those who care for them. 

For this project, I partnered with Emergency Management BC (EMBC), a 300-person 

branch within the Ministry of Public Safety and Solicitor General. I partnered with EMBC 

because they are in the greatest position of influence to create change across the ESS system. 

EMBC oversees the province’s Emergency Support Services program through a team of three 

full-time and five seasonal employees who are centrally located in Saanich, BC. This team was 

keenly interested in receiving Indigenous perspectives to inform the program's future training 

materials, policies and guidelines.  

Personal Connection and Positionality 

I carry multiple experiences and identities that inform my roles as both an emergency 

management practitioner (currently the Director of Indigenous Community Relations and 

Partnership Engagement at EMBC) and a student action researcher (enrolled in the Master of 

Arts in Leadership Program at Royal Roads University). I grew up in Kamloops on the unceded 
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territory of the Tk’emlups te Secwepemc people. I am a cisgender, heterosexual woman of 

mixed-European, primarily Ukrainian, descent. My sister, niece and nephew are Ktunaxa from 

Tobacco Plains Nation. My ties to my community of origin and my family connections have 

given me exposure to and appreciation for distinct values systems and a recognition of the 

critical importance of balancing worldviews and our responsibility to ensure equitable and 

respectful interaction in our personal and work lives. 

Wildfires and evacuations were everyday events throughout my childhood. In 2009 (at 19 

years old), I experienced being an evacuee when a small wildfire started near my parents’ house 

while they were out of town. I scrambled to pack everyone’s belongings. That event sparked my 

interest in disaster management. In 2010, I joined the BC Wildfire Service as a media and public 

information officer. That year I spent six weeks in Lillooet connecting and learning from 

responders and locals. I became intensely curious about how to best support people during 

wildfire events. To expand my understanding, in 2011, I started volunteering with the Kamloops 

Emergency Support Services team. I took ESS courses while completing my undergraduate 

degree in Women’s Studies at the University of Victoria. I observed a lack of intersectional 

perspectives in how we, as ESS volunteers or BC Wildfire Service employees, were taught about 

supporting the diverse needs of individuals, families and communities during traumatic events. 

Intersectionality is “the assertion that social identity categories such as race, gender, class, 

sexuality, and ability are interconnected and operate simultaneously to produce experiences of 

both privilege and marginalization” (Smooth, 2013). In March 2016, I left the BC Wildfire 

Service to pursue a career with the Canadian Red Cross as a Disaster Management Coordinator 

for the BC Southern Interior to focus on serving evacuees more directly. Two months later, my 

most significant learning opportunity arrived when the entire town of Fort McMurray was 
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evacuated due to a massive wildfire, creating one of the most devastating natural disasters in 

Canadian history. Earlier in 2016, Fort McMurray was identified as one of Canada’s most 

diverse cities with over 80 languages spoken by people living in the area (Huncar, 2016) and that 

diversity also came with diverse cultural, emotional, physical and spiritual needs. I interviewed 

and supported hundreds of Canadian residents and temporary foreign workers in both Kelowna, 

BC and Fort McMurray, Alberta. While still supporting Fort McMurray recovery efforts, in 

spring 2017, I shifted my focus to the floods and wildfires that raged across the BC Interior. I 

listened to hundreds of stories of how the 2017 disasters impacted people's lives, families, 

communities and livelihoods and worked with teams of volunteers and staff to support those 

most in need. Those one and a half years were filled with opportunities for connection and 

growth as I, and the teams I worked with, learned how to support evacuees within the confines of 

the ESS or Red Cross systems. However, by fall 2017, the vicarious traumas and fatigue had 

taken its toll on my emotional, spiritual, mental and physical well-being. In October 2017, I 

switched jobs and went to work for the Province again, this time at Emergency Management BC 

as a Regional Manager. I made a personal commitment to safeguarding my mental and emotional 

wellness and enrolled in a 300-hour yoga and meditation training to give myself tools to stay 

grounded in the chaos. In July 2019, I transitioned to my current role as the Director of 

Indigenous Community Relations and Partnership Engagement. I have had the great fortune to 

travel the province, learning how Indigenous communities are preparing for, responding to and 

recovering from emergency events. 

As I originally sat down to write this thesis in September 2020, I thought including my 

journey was indulgent and perhaps distracted from the participants' important words. However, 

as I have learned from reading the works of Wilson (2008) and Kovach (2009), I cannot separate 
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my story from this work. My knowledge is bound up in the places that I have been, the stories I 

have received, and the experiences that I have had. As I wrote this first chapter, I realized that 

advocating for emergency management frameworks that support mental, emotional, spiritual and 

physical well-being also supported my own mental, emotional, spiritual and physical healing. 

Spiritual and cultural supports that I received through that 300-hour yoga and meditation training 

(which also included local Indigenous practices such as smudging and sweat ceremonies) helped 

me recover from traumatic events and increased my resilience. In a way, this thesis helped me 

transform my pain into a positive purpose. Over the last couple of years, I have greatly benefited 

from embracing both the sacred and spiritual, even in command and control environments. I am 

reminded of an Indigenous emergency program coordinator who shared that sometimes 

"smudging is more important than sandbagging" (D. Manuel, personal communication, March 

2019). Being spiritually, culturally and emotionally grounded is the foundation for evacuee and 

responder resilience. After months of journaling and reflection, I realized that the participants' 

contributions moved me because they too were advocating for more supportive systems. I am in 

a position of privilege and responsibility to steward a holistically safer system for this generation 

and those that follow. As a non-Indigenous researcher working in the space of cultural safety, 

this project was also a learning journey of allyship and unpacking my privileges and blind spots, 

which will help me serve as a bridge between Indigenous communities and the predominantly 

Caucasian/Western demographics at EMBC. Practicing cultural competency is key to this 

research and my professional role as the Director of Indigenous Community Relations and 

Partnership Engagement at Emergency Management BC. Relational accountability aligns with 

my values, and as a public servant, I feel a legislated responsibility to ensure that the Province 
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respects self-determination and Indigenous people's rights in a manner that strengthens 

Indigenous cultures, institutions, and traditions (Abbott & Chapman, 2018).  

As both public servant and student researcher, I dedicated my time and energy to explore 

this primary research question: How might emergency management practitioners braid cultural 

safety and a respect, honouring and celebration of Indigenous traditional knowledge, and 

community-based practices into ESS training and practices? My sub-questions aimed to 

discover: How is ‘cultural safety’ defined by Indigenous people in the context of Emergency 

Support Services?, How would Indigenous communities know that EMBC was prioritizing 

cultural safety in ESS?, What do Emergency Support Services practitioners require to 

accompany evacuees in a culturally safe way?, and What might ESS pre-planning and readiness 

look like for integrating cultural safety into ESS?  

1.1 Significance of the Inquiry 

The significance of this inquiry ties back to its rights-based foundation and practical 

suggestions to improve the ESS program. This inquiry was the first time Indigenous emergency 

management and support personnel informed a report for EMBC regarding how to make ESS 

more culturally safe. Indigenous perspectives are essential to design services to serve Indigenous 

people. This includes honouring and acknowledging the rights-based foundation of this work, 

including recognizing the "urgent need to respect and promote the inherent rights of Indigenous 

peoples which derive from their political, economic and social structures and their cultures, 

spiritual traditions, histories and philosophies, especially their rights to their lands, territories and 

resources" (United Nations, 2018). The spirit of action research is captured by the statement 

'nothing about us, without us'  (Charlton, 2000). Creating a system for Indigenous people without 

their input resulted in situations where even with the best intentions, some First Nations 
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communities reported inequitable and unsafe treatment by Emergency Support Services 

personnel (Sharp & Krebs, 2018). This inquiry aimed to ensure that services are designed and 

delivered based on what success looks like from the standpoint of the beneficiary – Indigenous 

people. Although Canada and the Government of BC have had an agreement to provide First 

Nations emergency management supports since 1993 when the Emergency Program Act 

(Emergency Program Act, 1996) was released, it was not until 2017 when EMBC signed a 

bilateral service agreement with Indigenous Services Canada that ESS began to take a more 

active role in learning how to integrate Indigenous perspectives and value systems into the 

program (Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2017).  

The ESS program provides evacuees with information, family reunification, and access to 

food, clothing, shelter, incidentals and other supports if they are displaced by an emergency 

event (Province of British Columbia, 2019a). These services are essential for people without 

insurance, savings, or other resources to draw upon during an emergency evacuation. The 

majority of ESS workers are retired women from municipalities who experience personal 

privileges not extended to many people they serve. While ESS workers serve with the best 

intentions to alleviate suffering and provide support, as Participant 5 said: "you do not know 

what you do not know" and therefore it is important to continue learning and adapting to the 

needs of those you serve. 

Culturally safe practices aim to flatten the hierarchy between responders (with the 

resources) and evacuees (without the resources) by acknowledging the knowledge that evacuees 

and Indigenous communities hold. In 2019, EMBC signed a Declaration of Commitment to 

Cultural Safety with the First Nations Health Authority (FNHA). FNHA defines “cultural safety” 

as “an outcome based on respectful engagement…[resulting] in an environment free of racism 
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and discrimination, where people feel safe when receiving health care” (FNHA, 2020, p. 10). 

This inquiry proposes a shift in ESS practice, policy and personal behaviour. Cultural safety 

requires self-reflection, recognizing the shared history of colonialism, and “humbly 

acknowledging oneself as a life-long learner when it comes to understanding another person’s 

experience” (Hunt, 2001; Wilson et al., 2013 as cited by FNHA, 2020, p. 11). Exploring the 

inter-cultural space of ESS by engaging Indigenous practitioners furthers the implementation of 

the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People Act and helps EMBC fulfill commits in their 

bilateral and tripartite agreements with the Federal Government and First Nations Leadership 

Council (Government of BC, 2019; Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 

2017). Reimagining the ESS system will most importantly serve evacuees. With the support 

EMBC has given this project, there is an opportunity to reshape the Emergency Support Services 

to respond to what success looks like from the perspective of First Nations communities. As both 

researcher and emergency management practitioner, this inquiry convinced me that Indigenous 

methodologies and worldviews unearth insights for how to care for all people and lands in a 

good way during an emergency event  (Cajete, 1994 as cited by Lowan-Trudeau, 2012, p. 115). 

This inquiry surfaces another way of knowing that is just as valid as the predominant, Western, 

and urban, narratives in ESS that shape emergency assistance has been delivered. 

1.2 Organizational Context and Systems Analysis 

Organizational Context and Capacity: EMBC and Community ESS Programs 

Emergency Management BC (EMBC) is a branch of the Province of BC’s Ministry of 

Public Safety and Solicitor General (PSSG). EMBC is the lead coordinating agency for 

emergency events and is comprised of nearly 300 employees across six offices in Kamloops, 

Terrace, Prince George, Nelson, Surrey, and Victoria (Saanich). Three full-time and five 
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seasonal employees are dedicated to the strategic implementation of Emergency Support 

Services, and those employees are all located in EMBC Headquarters in Victoria, BC. EMBC 

provides leadership, policy direction, and financial support for BC's local governments (162 

municipalities) and First Nations (203 communities), in addition to supporting Public Safety 

Lifeline Volunteer groups, including Search and Rescue and Emergency Support Services (ESS). 

This inquiry is aligned with EMBC's vision to: "solidify a co-operative and effective approach to 

emergency management in British Columbia. As a result, the province will be resilient, adaptive 

and confident in its abilities when challenged by known and emergent threats to public safety" 

(Emergency Management BC, 2014, p. 2). Of all EMBC’s program areas, Emergency Support 

Services has touched the most lives in British Columbia. Improving ESS is one of EMBC's most 

significant opportunities to achieve its vision and promote resilience for all British Columbians. 

EMBC provides the framework and policies for the ESS program which is described as 

“a community-based provincial emergency response program required to preserve the well-being 

of people affected by an emergency or disaster ranging from a single house fire or calamities 

involving mass evacuations" (Emergency Management BC, 2010, p. 1-1). Although it is 

community-based, several First Nations or local governments do not have adequate Emergency 

Support Services capacity. To become an ESS responder, volunteers must be endorsed by their 

local emergency program and take a series of online and in-person courses to gain the credentials 

to register evacuees and provide services. As of September 2020, the Justice Institute of BC, who 

delivers the ESS training, shared that only 17 Indigenous people had taken the ESS Director 

course and it was unclear if those students were representing an Indigenous community. 

Furthermore, since 2018, only 13 ESS courses were delivered in a First Nations community. 

When communities do not have their own trained ESS capacity, they are left relying on outside 
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community support. For large-scale events, communities might call upon the EMBC-sponsored 

ESS Mobile Support Team (which has no Indigenous representation) or the Canadian Red Cross. 

Some local emergency programs have contracts with the Canadian Red Cross to provide ESS 

program support. Whether Canadian Red Cross or Emergency Support Services, these 

responders are the front line between the local jurisdiction coordinating the emergency event, 

and the affected public. Therefore, these responders are uniquely positioned to influence how 

evacuees experience emergency events. While many First Nation communities do not have ESS 

capacity, they do have experience, strength, and knowledge about how to best care for 

community members during a crisis.  

To access relief funding and support from Emergency Management BC, communities are 

encouraged to activate their ESS programs along the lines of the ESS response structure. This 

structure is depicted in the next two graphics.  
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Figure 1 

Provincial and Regional EMBC, First Nation and local government Emergency Management 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 Note: This is the day-to-day program structure of 

the ESS program and how it supported by EMBC regionally 

and provincially. From “EMBC: ESS Program Guide 

(Working Draft)” by Emergency Management BC, 2020, p. 

9 (unpublished). 
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Figure 2 

Provincial and Regional EMBC/First Nation and local government response structure during a 

significant event.  

 

 

Figure 2 Note: This is an example of the response structure which 

expands when there is an emergency event. There could be local 

and regional variations of this structure. From “EMBC: ESS 

Program Guide (Working Draft)” by Emergency Management BC, 

2020, p. 10 (unpublished). 
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Jurisdiction and Emergency Management Agreements in BC 

This research project is not only about building 'cultural continuity' or 'cultural safety' 

into ESS as a wise practice, it is also about respecting Indigenous rights and title as outlined in: 

• the Truth and Reconciliation Calls to Action (Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission of Canada, 2015); 

• the United Nations Declaration on the Right of Indigenous People (2018); and,  

• British Columbia’s Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples Act 

(Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples Act, 2019).  

 In 2017, mandate letters were issued to every cabinet minister in the Government of 

British Columbia, stating that: 

each minister is responsible for moving forward on Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission (TRC) calls to action, and for reviewing policies, programs and legislation 

to determine how to bring United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples principles into action in BC (Abbott & Chapman, 2018, p. 10).  

The United Nations Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction also supports these rights-

based frameworks which recognizes the critical role Indigenous people play in addressing 

disaster risk (United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction, 2015). British Columbia was 

the first Province in Canada to adopt the Sendai Framework and has used it to “structure its 

emergency management improvement efforts” following the 108 recommendations in the 

Addressing the New Normal: 21st Century Disaster Management in British Columbia report 

(Province of British Columbia, 2019a, p. 3). Realizing the Sendai Framework is also aligned 

with achieving some of the 2030 United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, including 

"Goal 11: Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable" (United 
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Nations, 2015). These international frameworks and recommendations inform an emergency 

management modernization process that the Province is undertaking through the current revision 

of the Emergency Program Act (Government of British Columbia, 2019). 

In British Columbia, emergencies are governed by the Emergency Program Act 

(administered by Emergency Management BC), which empowers local authorities and the 

Province to declare states of emergency and access powers to protect life and safety 

(Government of British Columbia, 1996). The Emergency Program Act does not apply on 

reserve lands, and instead, "emergency measures on reserve lands are governed by s 81(1)(a) of 

the Indian Act, which authorizes the council of a band to make by-laws ‘to provide for the health 

of residents on the reserve’” (Verhaeghe, Feltes, & Stacey, 2019, p. 21). In BC, this means that 

Nations self-determine emergency management measures and often use band council resolutions 

(or ‘by-laws’) to declare states of emergency and evacuation orders within their jurisdiction. First 

Nations are not bound by provincial legislation like local governments who must declare a state 

of local emergency if they wish to access emergency powers under the Emergency Program Act. 

In large-scale events, like the 2017 fire season and the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic, the Province 

of British Columbia can also declare a provincial state of emergency which supersedes states of 

local emergency declared by local governments. The provincial state of emergency does not 

supersede states of emergency declared by First Nations as it is their self-determining right to 

declare a state of emergency through band council resolution, regardless of provincial states of 

emergency. 

Despite the jurisdictional landscape, EMBC is responsible to all British Columbians "for 

leading the management of provincial-level emergencies and disasters and supporting other 

authorities within their areas of jurisdiction" (Emergency Management BC, 2014, p. 2). This 
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includes support for on-reserve First Nations which was formalized through a bilateral 

emergency services agreement between Indigenous Services Canada and Emergency 

Management BC (Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2017). The 

provision of culturally safe emergency services is also a priority for EMBC as identified in 

agreements with Indigenous Services Canada, the First Nations Health Authority, and the First 

Nations Leadership Council (Government of BC, 2017; First Nations Health Authority, 2019; 

Government of BC, 2019). Not only do these steps towards reconciliation have a rights-based 

foundation, but Indigenous inclusivity across all four pillars of emergency management 

(preparedness, mitigation, response, and recovery) was identified as necessary following the 

2017 and 2018 wildfire and flood seasons (Abbott & Chapman, 2018). 

Systems Analysis 

Emergency events in recent years surfaced the complex relationships between First 

Nations and the Province of BC. Because of the historical context of mistrust and trauma caused 

by colonization, it is vital to "locate the concept of cultural safety within the context of cross-

cultural relationships, between Aboriginal service-receivers and non-Aboriginal service 

deliverers and to consider how the concept affects relationships, power structures and trust" 

(Brascoupé &Waters, 2009, p. 7). Systems thinking helps unpack the inter-cultural, inter-agency 

and cross-jurisdictional complexity found across the Emergency Support Services program. 

“Systems thinking refers to seeing organizations as a whole, made up of interrelated and 

interdependent parts” (Coghlan, 2019, p. 145). Therefore, it surfaces how to create collective 

impact across diverse partner groups by establishing “a common agenda, shared measurement 

system, mutually reinforcing activities, continuous communication, and backbone support 
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organizations” (Stroh, 2015, p. 24). This shared vision and collective effort is needed to create 

inclusivity and transformative change across the ESS program. 

When mapping out the ESS system and leverage points for change, Emergency 

Management BC emerged as the “backbone organization” with the “authority structures 

necessary to focus the work of ongoing decision making and implementation” (Stroh, 2015, p. 

159). Therefore, I asked EMBC to be the partner organization for this action research project. 

However, to foster collective impact, the other lead response organizations (the First Nations 

Health Authority, First Nations Emergency Services Society, Indigenous Services Canada, the 

Canadian Red Cross, BC Association of Aboriginal Friendship Centres) were also engaged. Part 

of systems thinking is shifting partners’ focus from “individual events (crises, fires) to 

understanding and redesigning the deeper system structures that give rise to these events” (Stroh, 

2015, p. 32). Systems thinking helped move conversations from trying to improve the mechanics 

of how ESS is delivered, to thinking about how an intersectional approach might help promote 

reconciliation by addressing personal biases and systemic oppression. Atleo said that the “world 

is interconnected at all levels; attempts to understand it entails analyzing its components and 

considering the whole system,” (Atleo, 2004, p. 125). Systems thinking combined with an 

intersectional approach was also helpful in framing the ESS system because it accounted for how 

intersecting identities of race, class, sex, sexual orientation, gender, socio-economic status and 

lived experience influenced the spaces of power and relationship across ESS. Revealing social 

and historical contexts is necessary to understanding cultural safety as demonstrated by this 

definition that cultural safety is: 

…an approach that considers how social and historical contexts, as well as structural and 

interpersonal power imbalances, shape health and health care experiences. Practitioners 
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are self- reflective/self-aware with regards to their position of power and the impact of 

this role in relation to patients (Ward et al., 2016, p. 30). 

Systems thinking uncovers contexts, power imbalances and promotes self-reflection and 

awareness by revealing roles and responsibilities (individually and organizationally) in the 

system. Emergency management practitioners must be mindful of their position in relation to 

evacuees and the social and historical contexts of all interactions. The impetus for disrupting the 

ESS system's colonial foundations is to prevent prejudice and bias from negatively impacting 

those impacted by emergency events.  

Part of defining a system is drawing a boundary around the system which is the focus of 

the inquiry (Stroh, 2015). For this project, I drew boundaries through the research questions I 

chose and the participants I invited to participate (Indigenous emergency management 

practitioners who have emergency evacuations experience). Many of the practitioners had the 

dual experience of being both responder and evacuee. Recognizing that "the best way to optimize 

the system is to improve the relationships among its parts," I engaged a cross-section of agency 

representatives, First Nations, and Mobile Support Team personnel to explore the research topic 

(Stroh, 2015, p. 35). I acknowledge that by drawing a boundary around those most likely to 

oversee ESS or evacuations, I excluded other national or community-based support organizations 

that fall outside of the Emergency Support Services program. These supports are critical and part 

of the broader circle of care. I also chose to primarily engage those with experience supporting 

Indigenous evacuees through the ESS system, with a preference for those who self-identify as 

Indigenous. This was a deliberate choice to ensure that cultural safety recommendations were 

informed by Indigenous perspectives. A potential perceived gap in the study might be the choice 

I made not to interview evacuees themselves. While some of the practitioners also carried the 
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experience of being evacuated from their homes, I intentionally did not to seek out stories from 

evacuees to protect their psychological safety in this minimal risk inquiry. The boundary was 

established to include leading practices from practitioners strategically positioned to inform 

change processes. 

Systems thinking helped me map out the layers of evacuee support from the community-, 

provincial- and federal-levels and related legislation, frameworks, and after-action reviews. This 

mapping revealed that some silos exist between support organizations. It also provided structure 

to see where espoused commitments and agreements signed at the provincial or national levels 

were not being operationalized at the community or service delivery levels. To detangle the 

complexity of the Emergency Support Services system, I turned to Margo Greenwood’s 

framework for cultural safety which maps out the interconnected structural, system and service 

delivery levels in British Columbia’s health care system (Greenwood, 2019, p. 13). In ESS, like 

in the health care system in BC, transformative change requires working across the structural 

levels (“high-level legislation, policies, and/or formal agreements”), the systems levels (“direct 

services and systems including the education, health, child welfare, and justice systems”) and the 

core, service delivery levels (“where people access and experience services more directly”) 

(Greenwood, 2019, p. 13).  While change needs to occur across all levels to support long-term 

change, the service delivery level is “where the promotion of culturally respectful and safe 

practice between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Peoples becomes imperative” (Greenwood, 

2019).  

Figure 3 
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A framework for creating change 

Figure 3 A framework for creating change (Greenwood, 2019, p. 12). 

 

To create that wrap-around support with First Nation communities, families, and individuals, 

in Figure 4 I also mapped out the ESS system as an integrated model centred around service 

delivery at the family, community, individual level. The concentric circles show the systems of 

support and overarching structural influences, including agreements, legislation, and guiding 

reports. 
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Figure 4 

Emergency Support Services Shared Responsibilities Systems Map 

 

Figure 4 Emergency Support Services Shared Responsibilities Systems Map from MA-

Leadership Assignment 7 at Royal Roads University (Pepper, 2020, unpublished) 

 

The graphic centres around local communities who determine how they will operationalize the 

Emergency Support Services program (service delivery level). The middle layer outlines the key 

agencies who provide wrap-around services (system level), and the outer layer depicts the 

guiding foundational frameworks, documents and legislation that hold those accountable across 

the system to working in a rights-based, sustainable, and inclusive way (structural level). “Taken 
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together, these structural and systemic changes are interrelated and intended to support 

individual practice and the experience of that practice, especially culturally safe practice” 

(Greenwood, 2019, p. 13).  

Through this work I hope to support the health, well-being and resilience of Indigenous 

evacuees and practitioners by promoting a more culturally safe and inclusive ESS system. Given 

that the ESS system spans multiple organizations and levels of responsibility, systems thinking 

could help leaders intuitively “recognize patterns, draw analogies and solve problems creatively” 

(Coghlan, 2019, p. 146). In this section I provided a general overview of the ESS system, but I 

recognize that wraparound supports might look different for each community depending on local 

needs, resources, and agency availability.  

1.3 Thesis Overview 

The three primary goals for this action research project included: 

1. co-create a definition of cultural safety in Emergency Support Services that includes 

Indigenous worldviews;  

2. harvest recommendations for how cultural safety might be integrated and applied 

across the ESS system; and, 

3. theme and co-present those recommendations to the capstone partners and 

practitioners. 

When reviewing cultural safety in the Province's ESS system, I was reminded of an article by 

Ward et al.’s that stated "safety is defined by those who receive the service, not those who 

provide it" (Ward et al., 2016, p. 30). For the ESS program to be deemed culturally safe, that 

assessment must come from Indigenous emergency management practitioners and evacuees 

working within, or receiving services from, the program. The focus and framing described in this 
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chapter outlined areas of responsibility as defined by guiding frameworks, legislation, mandates, 

and agreements. The systems analysis situated Indigenous communities and EMBC in the 

broader support system that wrap around evacuees. 

The following four chapters in this thesis will guide readers through a literature review, 

the methodology, methods and project design, the inquiry findings and conclusions, and a review 

of the inquiry implications, including study recommendations, organizational implications, and a 

thesis summary.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  

This literature review explores the intersections of cultural safety, health, Indigenous rights, 

resilience, and emergency management. Each of the three topics include interrelated elements 

which have been organized as 1.) cultural safety and Indigenous social determinants of health; 

2.) Indigenous rights, knowledge, and disaster risk reduction; and, 3.) Indigenous experiences of 

emergency management in British Columbia. I chose these topics because they offer rich 

background information and wise practices that might also be relevant for creating Indigenous 

cultural inclusivity in ESS. I explored peer-reviewed and grey literature sources. Grey literature 

(including institutional reports, agreements, and case studies) grounded the academic 

perspectives in organizational realities, thereby further supporting the likelihood of systems 

change. What emerged was a range of interpretations of cultural safety and how cultural safety 

might be enacted at the personal and organizational levels. I conducted this literature review 

from a place of “relational accountability” where I continuously reflected on Wilson’s words 

that: “systems of knowledge are built on the relationships that we have not just with people or 

objects, but relationships that we have with the cosmos, with ideas, concepts, and everything 

around us” (2001, p. 177). This description of Indigenous system of knowledge was echoed by 

Kuokkanen who shared: 

These systems are commonly explained in terms of relations and are arranged in a circular 

format that consists mainly (if not solely) of sets of relationships whose purpose is to explain 

phenomena. In many of these systems of knowledge, concepts do not stand alone; instead, 

they are constituted of the elements of other ideas to which they were related (Kuokkanan, 

2007, p. 32). 
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To align with thesis conventions, there are three critical areas of focus for this literature review; 

however, as Wilson (2001) and Kukkanen (2007) acknowledged, these knowledge systems are 

interrelated, interdependent and circular. In my experience, there is a relational thread that knits 

together the broad topics of cultural safety and Indigenous social determinants of health; 

Indigenous rights, knowledge and disaster risk reduction; and Indigenous experiences of 

emergency management in British Columbia. This literature review surfaces some of the most 

pertinent written knowledge products to challenge, support and contextualize the research 

findings. Still, I recognize my inability to comprehensively capture the vast Indigenous 

knowledge systems that are also essential and equally valid in this conversation. I recognize that 

a full literature review of Indigenous knowledge systems might be valuable; however, in 

consultation with my advisory team, it was determined to be beyond the scope of this thesis. The 

following sections explore each of the three topics beginning with an overview of cultural safety 

and the social determinants of health, followed by context on Indigenous rights and knowledge 

and the intersection of disaster resilience. The final topic in this chapter gives an overview of 

Indigenous experiences in emergency management in British Columbia with a focus on reports 

and findings from the last five years. These three topics aim to situate the research on integrating 

cultural safety in British Columbia’s emergency support services system. 

2.1 Social Determinants of Health (SDH) and Cultural Safety 

Social Determinants of Health (SDH) 

The World Health Organization described the social determinants of health (SDH) as “the 

conditions in which people are born, grow, work, live, and age, and the wider set of forces and 

systems shaping the conditions of daily life”(World Health Organization, 2020). These 

intersecting factors not only shape conditions of daily life, but also influence the way populations 
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experience disasters. According to Health Canada, these determinants include: income and social 

status, employment and working conditions, education and literacy, childhood experiences, 

physical environments, social supports and coping skills, healthy behaviours, access to health 

services, biology and genetic endowment, gender, culture, race / racism (Government of Canada, 

2020). Furthermore, the National Collaborative Centre for Aboriginal Health organizes the 

determinants of health into three categories: "distal (e.g. historical, political, social and economic 

contexts), intermediate (e.g. community infrastructure, resources, systems and capacities), and 

proximal (e.g. health behaviours, physical and social environment)" (Reading & Wien, 2009, p. 

7). Both the efforts of cultural safety and recognition of the social determinants of health aim to 

move beyond the biomedical or physical safety paradigms that dominate Western health and 

emergency management perspectives, to a future state that is holistic, integrated and relational. 

Importantly, this broadening conceptualizes health in a way that is complementary to the 

indigenous worldview of health, which situates the human body and health within the overlap 

between the physical, spiritual, mental, and emotional realms of being (Bethune et al., 2018, 

p. 173). 

Surfacing and holistically addressing these determinants is critical to achieve health equity, 

defined by Health Canada as "the absence of unfair systems and policies that cause health 

inequalities. Health equity seeks to reduce inequalities and to increase access to opportunities 

and conditions conducive to health for all” (Government of Canada, 2020). From an Indigenous 

perspective, Richard Atleo defines equity as “balance between, and harmony among, the 

diversities of life forms on earth” (Atleo, 2001). Cultural safety practices contribute to health 

equity by shifting “our focus from studying about 'difference' to understanding how power and 

oppression play out in healthcare relationships and contexts” (Gerlach et al., 2014, p. 20). In the 
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context of Indigenous social determinants of health, when understanding the root causes of 

health equity and empowerment, a 2013 report titled Roots of Resilience: Overcoming inequities 

in Aboriginal communities points to “a constellation of community characteristics associated 

with the preservation and promotion of traditional cultures, and self-determination expressed 

through self-government and control over traditional lands, education and social services” 

(Canadian Council on Social Determinants of Health, 2013, p. 17). That same report cited the 

work of Chandler & Lalonde (1998 & 2008) who identified that a “high degree of community 

‘cultural continuity’ seemed to be the most influential factor in diminishing the risk of youth 

suicide” (Canadian Council on Social Determinants of Health, 2013, p. 17). There are also 

examples of the World Health Organization’s social determinants of health being linked to 

disaster preparedness and recovery contexts (Cuthbertson et al., 2019; Moore et al., 2004; 

Nomura et al., 2016). Communities who control their social services, including health and 

emergency services, increase individual, family and community health and resilience (Canadian 

Council on Social Determinants of Health, 2013). Therefore, “investment to tackle modifiable 

underlying determinants could aid disaster risk management, improve medium and long-term 

health outcomes from disasters, and build community resilience” (Nomura et al., 2016, p. 53). 

Both cultural safety and the social determinants of health frameworks aim to redress 

discriminatory practices, reduce barriers to accessing critical resources, acknowledge systemic 

factors and experiences, and aim to foster conditions for holistic safety and well-being. 

Practicing and creating conditions for cultural safety can positively impact the social 

determinants of health in the community. 
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Cultural Safety 

In North America, emergency management organizations and healthcare institutions 

operate as separate systems, yet they are both concerned with people's safety and well-being 

during a crisis. This literature review begins with an exploration of cultural safety and social 

determinants of health in the fields of health care and youth and childcare research before 

moving towards the mostly unexplored intersection of cultural safety in emergency management. 

It is foundational to begin by understanding personal blind spots and the underlying structural 

inequalities in Canadian society due to the ongoing and historical relationship between 

Indigenous peoples and the provincial/federal government (Gerlach et al., 2014). Because of 

these structural systems “owing to the ongoing and long-lasting effects of colonialism, 

Indigenous peoples, namely the First Nations, Inuit, and Metis peoples living within the 

boundaries of present-day Canada, suffer from a multitude of health disparities when compared 

with their non-indigenous counterparts” (Bethune et al., 2018, p. 173). Creating cultural safety is 

a path forward that has been presented in many sectors to dismantle these disparities and 

inequalities, and move to mutual respect, understanding, and compassion between practitioners 

and those they serve.  

The term ‘cultural safety’ was first introduced by Māori researcher Dr. Irihapeti Merenia 

Ramsden within the context of nursing (Koptie, 2009). Her 2003 Ph.D. thesis is celebrated as “a 

reference point for Indigenous peoples around the globe struggling to locate their identity and 

have it properly reflected in the mainstream/dominant culture, academia, and health and social 

services” (Koptie, 2009, p. 31). Steve Koptie wrote a journal article that summarized Dr. 

Ramsden's extraordinary contributions (2009). He said, “Irihapeti Ramsden's work on Cultural 

Safety is a pathway to collaborative de-colonization and an invitation for all humanity to grow in 
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understanding and humanity" (2009, p. 41). Ramsden explained cultural safety on a continuum 

from culturally unsafe practices on one end and cultural safety on the other end, with cultural 

awareness near the middle and cultural competence near the positive end of the spectrum 

(Brascoupé & Waters, 2009, p. 11). Culturally unsafe practices might include “any actions that 

diminish, demean or disempower the cultural identity and well-being of an individual” (Cooney, 

1994 as cited by Brascoupé & Waters, 2009, p. 6). Part of defining cultural safety is recognizing 

that what is culturally safe for some individuals and communities might not be safe for others. 

While the 'spectrum' concept is a helpful starting place for growing understanding, the Mi’kmaw 

teachings about two-eyed seeing acknowledge that “key essentials are explained as separate 

categories…, but also need to be understood as fluid and wholistic” (Marshall & Bartlett, 2018, 

p. 2). An inter-relational approach highlights that categories of knowledge and understanding are 

not tidy, but rather fluid and sometimes overlapping. Since Ramsden’s work began in the late-

1980s, the concept of cultural safety has expanded beyond New Zealand to various spaces of 

academic research and policymaking, primarily in Australia and Canada, where Indigenous 

peoples also live with experiences of colonization (Brascoupé & Waters, 2009). Many 

Indigenous health care practitioners and researchers have championed the strategic and practical 

implementation of culturally safe practices that promote holistic (physical, cultural, mental, 

spiritual and emotional) well-being (DeSouza, 2008; Martin, 2012; Nelson & Wilson, 2018; 

Owens, 2019; Richardson et al., 2017; Williams, 1999). Scholars advocate for ‘by Indigenous, 

for Indigenous’ health care services (Josewski, 2012) grounded in ‘two-eyed’ ways of seeing that 

acknowledge both Western science and traditional ways of knowing (Colbourne et al., 2019; 

Marshall & Bartlett, 2018; Martin, 2012; Shrivastava et al., 2020). Health care researchers are 

reshaping institutions to respect Indigenous experiences by promoting awareness and 
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competence in practitioners to become open to Indigenous perspectives and ways of knowing 

and being.  

Here in British Columbia, the First Nations Health Authority has designed a guiding 

cultural safety and humility framework that has been adopted by service providers in the health, 

child/youth care, justice and emergency management sectors across British Columbia. This was 

made possible by the 2011 British Columbia Tripartite Framework Agreement on Health 

Governance (First Nations Health Authority, 2011), which formalized a governance structure "to 

enable First Nations in BC to participate fully in the design and delivery of health services" (First 

Nations Health Authority, 2011, p. 5). In 2019, the effectiveness of this Agreement was 

evaluated in a Cultural Safety and Humility Case Study report which outlined that: “Cultural 

safety through cultural humility is aimed at addressing stereotyping, racism and discrimination 

within the British Columbia health system and creating space for First Nations health and healing 

philosophies and practices within health care” (First Nations Health Authority, 2019a, p. 1). This 

definition shows that cultural safety efforts must be underpinned by cultural humility. Cultural 

safety is the outcome and result of systems that acknowledge power dynamics and work to 

dismantle discrimination. 

In contrast, cultural humility is the "process of self-reflection to understand personal and 

systemic biases" and to submit oneself to being a lifelong learner "when it comes to 

understanding another's experience" (First Nations Health Authority, 2016, p. 2). These 

documents provided the foundations for a broader systems change process across British 

Columbia’s provincial ministries and regional health authorities, many of whom have also had 

signed declarations of commitment to cultural safety under the Tripartite Framework (First 

Nations Health Authority, 2011). Emergency Management BC signed one of those Declarations 
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of Commitment to Cultural Safety with the First Nations Health Authority in 2019 (First Nations 

Health Authority, 2019b). This Declaration outlines a plan to embed cultural safety and humility 

in the training, orientation, policies and practices of EMBC, including developing strategies and 

work plans to track, report, and evaluate progress. This Declaration is monumental for 

implementing cultural safety across the ESS system; however, at the time of this research, there 

was no EMBC-led plan to support the strategic integration of cultural safety across the system. 

 In Fall 2020, a ground-breaking independent investigation into racism in British 

Columbia’s health care system was led by Dr. Mary Ellen Turpel-Lafond (Turpel-Lafond, 2020). 

The report tiled “In Plain Sight: Addressing Indigenous-specific racism and discrimination in 

B.C. Health Care,” pointed to frontline and systemic Indigenous-specific racism, while also 

providing actionable recommendations to create a more culturally safe health care system in the 

province (2020). In the report, “Indigenous-specific racism” was defined as: 

The unique nature of stereotyping, bias and prejudice about Indigenous peoples in 

Canada that is rooted in the history of settler colonialism. It is the ongoing race-based 

discrimination, negative stereotyping, and injustice experienced by Indigenous peoples in 

Canada that perpetuates power imbalances, systemic discrimination and inequitable 

outcomes stemming from the colonial policies and practices (Turpel-Lafond, 2020). 

Thousands of voices painted a picture of the current state where Indigenous-specific racism is 

found and acknowledged across the health care system. In the report there were 135 references to 

“cultural safety” and 24 recommendations (Turpel-Lafond, 2020) to create health equity through 

systems change. Dr. Turpel-Lafond said that “Uprooting Indigenous-specific racism in health 

care requires shifts in governance, leadership, legislation and policy, education, and practice” 
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(Turpel-Lafond, 2020, p. 2). This statement aligns with Greenwood’s framework for creating 

system change and also links to Dr. Jessica Ball’s work on cultural safety. 

Dr. Jessica Ball, a scholar from the University of Victoria, builds upon the cultural safety 

continuum concept by adding cultural safety principles derived from her work in child and youth 

care. She defined cultural safety as "respectful engagement that supports and protects many paths 

to well-being," which is further supported by the five guiding principles for cultural safety: 

Partnerships, Personal Knowledge, Protocols, Process and, Positive Purpose (Ball, 2008). These 

principles are relevant to the work of Emergency Support Services (explained in the 

'Implementation' section of this paper). Like many healthcare researchers, Ball conceptualizes 

her studies within post-colonial, post-national, feminist discourses that aim to recognize and 

redress power inequalities. As described in a presentation, Jessica Ball's work in the field of 

cultural safety was based on foundations laid by Māori  (Dyck & Kearns; Papps & Ramsden, 

1996), University of British Columbia (Anderson, Brown, Smye, et al., 2002); and, University of 

Saskatchewan (St-Denis, 2017) scholars, as well as the Assembly of First Nations Health 

Secretariat (2020) (Ball, 2007). Balls' posters and diagrams depicting cultural safety principles 

have been influential in both the academic and applied spaces of cultural safety research and 

practice (Ball, 2020). 

To support cultural safety and humility in the BC Government, the BC Public Service has 

adopted the Indigenous Relations Behavioural Competencies which were co-created with 

Indigenous people in BC “to support the province's ongoing commitment to a respectful 

government-to-government relationship that supports prosperity for all citizens” (Province of 

British Columbia, 2020b). Behavioural competencies are defined as: “the result of taking 

attitudes, motivations or ways of thinking and turning them into actions that are essential for 
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success in your job” and essentially "describe how you carry out your work” (Province of British 

Columbia, 2012, p. 1). In the BC Public Service, these competencies are based on the concept of 

“Natsa’maht” which is: 

…a shared word among the many Coast Salish Nations, bridging between the Nations for 

a shared understanding to create collaboration. Natsa’maht in its simple translation means 

unity. In action, it emphasizes working with one heart and one mind. We use it here today 

to bridge between the two worlds, provincial government and Aboriginal. Each of us has 

a role to play in building the bridge to meet in the middle, to ensure that future work is an 

intentional stepping stone for future relationships and communities (Province of British 

Columbia, 2012, p. iii). 

The competencies include Commitment, Empathy, Ingenuity, Open Listening, Self-Discovery 

and Awareness, Sustained Learning and Development, Aboriginal-Centred Service Approach, 

Building a Trust-Based Relationship, Cultural Agility, Empowering Others, Promoting Accord, 

Change Leadership, Credible Champion, Collaborative Planning Organizing and Coordinating, 

Managing Organizational Resources, Process Orientation and Strategic Orientation (Province of 

British Columbia, 2012). Many of these competencies are also applicable to Emergency Support 

Services volunteers, further outlined in chapters four and five. 

Finally, cultural safety has begun to enter the field of emergency management research in 

Canada. While I could not find literature focusing on cultural safety, cultural safety was 

identified as a proposed outcome or solution in two peer-reviewed 2019 articles. Cultural safety 

was presented as a solution in a thesis regarding evacuation experiences from the 

Assin’skowitiniwak (Rocky Cree) Community of Pelican Narrows in Saskatchewan. Poole 

(2019) highlighted the benefits of strengths-based cultural safety by drawing upon Yeung’s 
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(2016) work which focussed on “the positive underlying basis of the person’s resources and 

resilience, drawing upon their own community supports and resources” (2019, p. 82). She 

framed cultural safety as a tool for practitioners to provide more culturally appropriate and safe 

care to evacuees. This recommendation was grounded in the understanding that “cultural safety 

does not require that people providing assistance know everything about the culture of those they 

are assisting; rather it necessitates that the care provider recognizes and respects the difference of 

any person” (Papps and Ramsden, 1996 as cited by Poole, 2019, p. 83). She further explained 

that the person receiving care is the one who ultimately decides if the attitude of the practitioner 

or agency is culturally safe based on the experience of “felt risk or safety” (Poole, 2019, p. 83). 

Poole wrote that “trust is hard to build without a sharing of power” (2019, p. 84). Therefore, one 

of the fundamental shifts required for the successful implementation of cultural safety in 

emergency management is the inherently political transfer of power from government 

institutions to Indigenous leadership (Poole, 2019, p 84). Transfer of power, if paired with 

capacity and resources, could support “a culturally safe delivery system [which] could strengthen 

the capacity of communities to resist stressors and build resilience to those forces that push them 

from risk to crisis” (Brascoupé & Waters, 2009, p. 7). For scholars and emergency management 

practitioners, it is important to remember that “decolonization brings about the repatriation of 

Indigenous land and life” (Tuck & Yang, 2012, p. 1). Tuck and Yang discussed ‘settler moves to 

innocence’ which “attempt to relieve the settler of feeling of guilt or responsibility without 

giving up land or power or privilege, without having to change much at all” (Tuck & Yang, 

2012, p. 10). Transfer of power in emergency management might look like Indigenous leaders 

determining and having the resources to implement preparedness, response, and recovery actions 

for their community. 
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Cultural safety and humility concepts have been further explored through the work of 

scholar-practitioners from Canada, the United States and New Zealand who explored the role of 

disaster volunteering in Indigenous communities (Yumagulova et al., 2019). The conclusion of 

their article identified that there is a need for “systems-oriented disaster preparedness and 

response that is built on Indigenous values and institutions” and that there is also a need to find 

“context-specific and culturally aware ways to draw upon and coordinate the resources of the 

entire community and external services organizations to ensure the most effective response and 

recovery” (Yumagulova et al., 2019, p. 15). These two key points echoed Poole's finding that to 

have culturally safe systems of care, the work must build upon what success looks like from the 

community level. 

When looking holistically at the well-being and cultural safety of a person, one must also 

look at all the intersecting social determinants which provide the foundations for a healthy life 

(First Nations Health Council, 2017). The First Nations Health Council identifies many factors 

of the “large health-care ecosystem” which include: 

• Culture and Language 

• Self-Determination 

• Social Support Networks 

• Income and Employment 

• Housing 

• Life-Long Learning 

• Land, Water and Environment 

• Personal Health Practices and Coping Skills 

• Early Childhood Experiences 

• Health Services 

• Genetics and Gender 

(First Nations Health Council, 2017) 

Emergency management, child and youth care, and health services intersect with many of these 

factors at the individual, family and community levels. While extensive research has gone into 



CULTURAL SAFETY IN EMERGENCY SUPPORT SERVICES                                     51 

health services and social determinants of health, this literature review revealed a gap in cultural 

safety literature as it pertains to Indigenous experiences with wildfire, floods and other hazard 

events in Canada and more specifically, in British Columbia. The next section will take a closer 

look at the existing peer-reviewed and grey literature focussed on Indigenous disaster resilience 

and cultural safety framework in emergency management. 

2.2 Indigenous disaster resilience and cultural safety frameworks 

Indigenous Disaster Resilience 

As I shift from the social determinants of health and cultural safety to the field of disaster 

and emergency management research and cultural safety, several articles related to Indigenous 

emergency management emerged from Australasian and Asia Pacific scholars. These researchers 

laid the foundation to examine the intersection of Indigenous knowledge and emergency 

preparedness (Shaw et al., 2009), response (Veland et al., 2010; Yumagulova et al., 2019) and 

recovery (Hsu et al., 2014) These scholars honoured and respected Indigenous worldviews from 

across the globe while also recognizing the tension between current public sector emergency 

management systems and Indigenous ways of knowing. There were several examples of public 

sector agencies in Australia, for example, partnering with Indigenous communities to design 

wildfire response and emergency management practices that honour traditional knowledge and 

are therefore more culturally safe (Eriksen & Hankins, 2014; Neale et al., 2019; Veland et al., 

2010). In New Zealand, one case study shared wise practices from a 2010 earthquake where 

“despite limited resources, resident Māori immediately linked with other tribes and created a 

National Māori Earthquake Response Network that was underpinned by a cultural principle, 

‘aroha nui ki tetangata’ (extend love to all people) to address the needs of the wider community” 

(Yumagulova et al., 2019, p. 5). This group created conditions for cultural safety by rooting their 
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response efforts in Indigenous values, establishing ‘welfare centres’ for those impacted, and 

building relationships with the local Red Cross (Yumagulova et al., 2019, p. 5). However, these 

events also highlighted the need for enhanced communications, interagency collaboration and 

partnerships between the local Indigenous-led organization and the New Zealand government 

(Yumagulova et al., 2019). The severity of emergency events and complex histories between 

settlers and Indigenous people in Australasian and Asia Pacific countries mirrors North America 

in many ways; however, cultural and contextual distinctions influence cultural safety. 

 In 2007-2008, North American scholars began threading Indigenous traditional knowledge 

and oral storytelling from Turtle Island into disaster risk reduction and emergency preparedness 

literature (Becker et al., 2008; Dicken, 2007). These works examined how Indigenous ways of 

knowing and traditional knowledge may inform mitigation, preparedness, response, and recovery 

efforts.  

Traditional knowledge is a system of experiential knowledge acquired through continual 

observation of and interaction with the environment. It is cumulative and transmitted 

among members of a community, usually passing from one generation to another along 

lines of descent…Traditional knowledge encompasses information about ecology, 

interactions between humans and their environments, and cosmological understandings 

about the world (Becker et al., 2008, p. 489). 

The authors concluded “that traditional and ‘Western’ knowledge should be combined and used 

in conjunction with one another, so to extract the best elements of both understandings” and that 

“careful consultation and partnership with communities is the best way to develop options that 

incorporate this mix, and thus enhance resilience” (Becker et al., 2008, p. 499). This perspective 

reflects the 'two-eyed' seeing approaches advocated for in the 'cultural safety' literature by health 
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care practitioners (Martin, 2012). When exploring the intersection of Indigenous peoples and 

disaster resilience, an agreement across the literature is that "those holding traditional knowledge 

can assist in understanding the nature of local hazards, suggest appropriate risk reduction and 

response mechanisms, and even give options for recovery based on past experiences" (Becker et 

al., 2008, p. 488).  

Dr. Emily Dicken's work echoed this statement in her doctoral thesis, which is “a call to 

action for emergency management practitioners to embrace an Indigenous approach to 

emergency management when working with First Nation communities” (Dicken, 2007, p. iii). 

Her thesis titled Informing Disaster Resilience through a Nuu-chah-nulth Way of Knowing 

promoted a strengths-based, community-driven approach to emergency management that 

acknowledges the value of Nuu-chah-nulth First Nation's historical and present-day knowledge 

to inform disaster mitigation preparedness, response, and recovery efforts and promote 

community, disaster resilience (2007). For this research project, I drew upon Dr. Dicken’s 

definitions of ‘disaster resilience’ and Poole’s definitions of ‘Indigenous resilience’ and ‘cultural 

resilience’ to frame the work of cultural safety in ESS: 

Disaster resilience:  

Within the context of community, disaster resilience not only explores the resilience 

of the community itself but how people overcome stress, trauma and other challenges 

by drawing from the social and cultural networks and practices that constitute 

communities (Kirmayer et al., 2009). It acknowledges capacity at many levels, 

including individuals, families, institutions and systems within a community and how, 

as a collective, they survive, adapt and grow regardless of the chronic stresses and 

acute shocks they experience (Rockefeller, 2015) (Dicken, 2007, pp. 41-42). 
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Indigenous resilience:  

Resilience in Indigenous contexts does not refer to a ‘springing back’ to a previous state, 

as the original definition suggests, and instead represents a process of transformation and 

adaptation (Hatala, Desjardins, and Bombay 2016,1914)…Canadian Indigenous peoples 

tend to see resilience as being ‘grounded in cultural values that have persisted despite 

historical adversity or have emerged out of the renewal of indigenous [sic] identities,’ 

including distinct concepts of personhood that are rooted in connectedness to the 

environment, collective history, language, traditions, non-human spirits, agency, and 

activism (Poole, 2019, p. 56). 

Cultural resilience:  

Cultural resilience is ‘the capacity of a distinct community or cultural system to absorb 

disturbance and reorganize while undergoing change so as to retain key elements of 

structure and identity that preserve its distinctness’ (Fleming and Ledogar 2008, p. 

3)…Feeling connected to and involved with one’s culture, family, and community can 

help one make sense of a situation, create solutions, foster relationships, and connect one 

to a ‘larger shared context, and to history’ (Wexler et al. 2014, p. 696) (Poole, 2019, p. 

56). 

Like Dicken, Poole (2019) anchored disaster resilience research in a strengths-based approach 

that emphasized the need for Indigenous communities to self-determine emergency management 

frameworks that reflect the community and cultural needs and values. Both researchers 

challenged top-down, centralized emergency response frameworks and instead repositioned 

decision-making back to the community-level. They also advocated for clarification of roles and 

responsibilities and increased communication across local, provincial, federal governments and 
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supporting agencies. Poole interviewed residents evacuated from the Assin’skowitiniwak (Rocky 

Cree) community of Pelican Narrows in northern Saskatchewan in the summer of 2017 about 

their evacuation experience. Her thesis surfaced, "incongruence between the needs of the Pelican 

residents and current provincial emergency management policies" (Poole, 2019, p. ii) and instead 

recommended:  

Keeping families and communities together in familiar settings with access to traditional 

food and activities and allowing them to be more involved in their disaster mitigation efforts 

would help to tap into cultural resilience and would represent culturally safe policy (Poole, 

2019, p. ii).  

Poole’s work also highlighted how important it is to have emergency response workers who are 

from the community or, at minimum, practice cultural competence (2019). This work aligned 

with the findings in Canada's 2018 Report of the Standing Committee on Indigenous and 

Northern Affairs, which found that during the evacuation, "staff at the shelters were not familiar 

with Indigenous cultures and communities" and that "a lack of cultural understanding was a 

problem throughout the evacuations" (Mihychuk, 2018, p. 22). In that same report, Dr. Laurence 

Pearce explained that "culture provides protection and security, a buffer from trauma” 

(Mihychuk, 2018, p. 22). The inclusion of culture safeguards community members, including 

Elders, from the experiences that were shared with the Standing Committee that heard that the 

“evacuations brought back painful memories for some…In particular, witnesses from British 

Columbia and Manitoba said that the way the evacuations are conducted triggered the traumatic 

memories of being taken away to residential schools and/or the ‘sixties scoop’” (Mihychuk, 

2018, p. 22). 

Two recommendations from the Standing Committee aimed to address these challenges:  
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● Recommendation 5: That Indigenous Services Canada require tripartite agreements to 

include training for key staff on traditional cultures and practices in order to ensure that 

high-quality and culturally appropriate services are delivered; and in jurisdictions where 

the federal government is not involved in emergency response, encourage those leading 

the efforts to engage with local First Nations to provide necessary training (Mihychuk, 

2018, p. 20). 

● Recommendation 6: That Indigenous Services Canada, through tripartite agreements:  

o Require that one or more resource person(s) be identified to assist with the 

registration of evacuees and to highlight their specific needs;  

o Ensure that a contact person be available throughout an evacuation to respond to 

emerging needs or concerns, which could include but not be limited to translation 

services, medical care and mental health supports; 

o Ensure that all pertinent information be communicated with relevant contacts 

from a First Nation community (Mihychuk, 2018, p. 23) 

Notably, in 2019, a Canadian researcher contributed to an article about the importance of disaster 

volunteering in Indigenous communities, which highlighted the importance of having Indigenous 

representation built into the evacuee support systems (like ESS) (Yumagulova et al., 2019). She 

outlined a case study from 2010 when the Whitefish Lake First Nation community in Alberta 

was evacuated to three towns and the City of Edmonton, where "Eleven interview participants 

spoke about how they coped during the evacuation by volunteering…Helping others was 

identified as one of the positive aspects of the evacuation" (Yumagulova et al., 2019, p. 9). In a 

second case study in the same article, when the Siksika Nation (located east of Calgary) faced a 

flood in 2013, Yumagulova and her associates found that:  
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…community members ‘ispommitaa’(help out, assist). Family and friends helping each 

other, and community is the Siksika way of life. Volunteering connects members of the 

community with each other, revitalizing co-operative cultural traditions and creating a 

sense of belonging through participation in a shared event. Relatives and friends 

volunteered in many ways to assist extended families and friends who were affected by 

the 2013 flood (Yumagulova et al., 2019, p. 10). 

This case study highlighted how disaster volunteering helped with personal resilience but also 

helped with community resilience. Having Indigenous staff on evacuee assistance teams 

supported cultural and language translation and created an environment where "In Siksika, the 

affected individuals were more forthright in expressing their concerns, needs, emotional and 

physical trauma that they were experiencing when communicating in Blackfoot” (Yumagulova et 

al., 2019, p. 11). HazNet, the magazine of the Canadian Risks and Hazard Network, has also 

dedicated several articles to exploring Indigenous experiences in emergency management and 

how emergency management might become more culturally safe (Indigenous Archives, 2020).  

Indigenous Rights and Cultural Safety Frameworks 

Through my research into what emergency management organizations are doing to 

integrate an Indigenous lens, I found the Canadian Red Cross’ Indigenous Peoples Framework. 

This is one of the few published frameworks in Canada that explores the intersection of 

Indigenous knowledge and emergency management (Canadian Red Cross, 2020). Although this 

framework does not speak to evacuees specifically, the foundational principles are relevant to 

this research: cultural safety, community-based service delivery, commitment to reconciliation, 

and collaboration (Canadian Red Cross, 2020). These principles align with the ideal future state 
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for ESS, and the principles that should be followed when conducting action-research in a 

culturally safe way.  

It is essential to honour and acknowledge the rights-based foundation, including "recognizing 

the urgent need to respect and promote the inherent rights of Indigenous peoples which derive 

from their political, economic and social structures and from their cultures, spiritual traditions, 

histories and philosophies, especially their rights to their lands, territories and resources" (United 

Nations, 2018).  

This work is about building this concept of ‘cultural continuity’ into ESS and honouring 

Indigenous rights as outlined in the Truth and Reconciliation Calls to Action (Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015), the United Nations Declaration on the Right of 

Indigenous People (United Nations, 2008), and British Columbia’s Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples Act (Government of British Columbia, 2019a). These rights-based 

frameworks also link to the United Nations Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 

which recognizes the key role Indigenous people play in addressing disaster risk (United Nations 

Office for Disaster Risk Reduction, 2015). Realizing the Sendai Framework is also key to 

realizing some of the 2030 United Nations Sustainable Development Goals including "Goal 11: 

Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable" (United Nations, 

2015). These international frameworks show up here in British Columbia not only through the 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples Act (2019) and the British Columbia Draft 10 

Principles (Province of British Columbia, 2018) but also through the Province of British 

Columbia's current redrafting of emergency management legislation (Government of British 

Columbia, 2019b). Situating the work of Indigenous disaster resilience in community knowledge 

and rights-based frameworks supports the alignment of efforts required for transformative 
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change and cultural safety. The next section will look at Indigenous experiences with 

evacuations and Emergency Support Services in British Columbia.  

2.3 Indigenous experiences in emergency management in British Columbia 

 To learn more about modern, Indigenous emergency management experiences in British 

Columbia, I turned to after-action reviews from the 2017 and 2018 wildfire and flood seasons in 

British Columbia and a report from the 2019 First Nations Emergency Management Partnership 

Tables. Response and recovery efforts were captured in 2017 and 2018 after-action reviews 

following the record-setting flood and wildfire seasons in British Columbia. These reports 

provided rich insights on Indigenous experiences within the current emergency management 

system and provided recommendations for future improvement (Verhaeghe, Feltes, & Stacey, 

2019; Sharp & Krebs, 2018; Abbott & Chapman, 2018). Five reports captured Indigenous 

experiences and recommendations related to emergency management—Addressing the New 

Normal: 21st Century Disaster Management in British Columbia (Abbott & Chapman, 2018), 

Trial by Fire (Sharp & Krebs, 2018), With Us, Not For Us (Shields, 2018), From the Ashes 

(Mihychuk, 2018), and The Fires Awakened Us (Verhaeghe et al., 2019). The report published 

by Chief Maureen Chapman and George Abbott is the overarching BC Flood and Wildfire 

Review, which included a roll-up of the other (Mihychuk, 2018; Verhaeghe et al., 2019) after-

action reviews from 2017. These reports "underscore the need for improved thinking and 

approaches by governments inadequately responding to Indigenous Peoples, notably First 

Nations, in emergency situations" (Abbott & Chapman, 2018, p. 10). They also all tie back to the 

need for emergency management policies that "ensure the long-term economic, environmental 

and cultural survival of Indigenous communities" and the "inalienable rights of self-

determination, Aboriginal titles and rights and Treaty rights" (Abbott & Chapman, 2018, p. 10). 
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For this part of the literature review, I focussed on insights that lend to improving the ESS 

system and will not be addressing matters related to flood infrastructure, wildfire mitigation or 

other first responder programs.  

Commonalities across all reports included challenges regarding jurisdiction and partnerships, 

communications and education, financial reimbursement, mental health and wellness and the 

need for First Nations inclusion in planning and mitigation. These reports called for culturally 

safe evacuee lodging arrangements when commercial (i.e. hotel, motel) lodging facilities were 

not available (Abbott & Chapman, 2018; Sharp & Krebs, 2018; Shields, 2018; Verhaeghe et al., 

2019). In addition to not having access to traditional foods, “First Nations communities noted the 

parallels between the temporary lodging and the experience of residential school survivors” 

(Abbott & Chapman, 2018, p. 66). These comments tie back to the Emergency Support Services 

teams who are responsible for setting up and running group lodging facilities. Additional 

recommendations from these reports included: increasing cultural awareness/sensitivity training 

for all emergency management personnel (Abbott & Chapman, 2018; Shields, 2018), ensuring 

traditional language services were available for evacuees (Shields, 2018), “incorporating cultural 

considerations and First Nations knowledge into planning and response coordination” (Abbott & 

Chapman, 2018, p. 63), increasing emergency management and ESS training, and enhancing 

intergovernmental collaboration and partnerships.  

The Nadleh Whut’en report Trial by Fire (Sharp & Krebs, 2018) captured challenges with 

the Emergency Support Services system citing: food vouchers were inadequate, experiences of 

disrespectful treatment by hotel and restaurant staff, the lack of ESS training for Community 

Navigators who accompanied evacuees, and overall challenges of being displaced from their 

community when brought into urban centres without central spaces for community gathering or 
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information sharing. The First Nations Health Authority's report (Shields, 2018) also highlighted 

challenges with the ESS registration system, citing confusion around registering separately for 

ESS or Red Cross services. The requirements for evacuees to show personal identification 

documents also created barriers. The FNHA report also highlighted the importance of flexibility 

within the ESS system to provide care for rural, remote First Nations who are not accustomed to 

spending time in urban centres stating that "In these [institutional] spaces, the complex issues 

and dynamics of reserve communities became so much more prominent" (Shields, 2018, p. 21). 

The Government of Canada report supported these findings, adding that "witnesses also 

expressed concerns about the safety of vulnerable groups, the length of stays, sanitation, the lack 

of space to practise traditional activities and prepare traditional foods, and the lack of comfort for 

Elders and expectant mothers” (Mihychuk, 2018, p. 21). These reports showed that a 

reimagining of ESS also emerged during the 2017 and 2018 response. For example, communities 

and agencies found local solutions by sheltering evacuees with friends or family (billeting), and 

the Tk’emlups te Secwepemc opened their Pow Wow Grounds for camping, which "enabled 

families to stay together" (Shields, 2018, p. 21). Other wise practices included co-locating Elders 

and bringing services to them (so they did not have to wait in long lines at reception centres) and 

engaging Community Navigators from the affected communities to liaise with host community 

emergency program staff / ESS teams (Sharp & Krebs, 2018). The Tsilhqot’in National 

Government echoed many of those recommendations and added the need for traditional 

community long-house gathering centres with kitchens and lodging, traditional arbour, and 

camping areas for evacuees (Verhaeghe et al., 2019). There is also a need for inclusion of 

traditional healing ceremonies and addictions and counselling supports (Verhaeghe et al., 2019). 
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These suggestions were based on the experiences of the six Tsilhqot’in communities during the 

2017 wildfire season (Verhaeghe et al., 2019). 

These reports surfaced some of the challenges with ESS, but also highlighted innovative 

community-based solutions. The local context also shifted depending on the working relationship 

between agencies and the severity of the event in the geographic location. Furthermore, while 

there were common threads across the reports, British Columbia lacks an overarching strategy to 

act upon ESS recommendations. There seemed to be disagreement about how to apply ESS 

during an emergency event, which is a rich insight because it demonstrates that the system needs 

to be flexible to meet each community's needs. Few reports mentioned cultural safety, and none 

of the reports defined cultural safety within the context of ESS. 

In Fall 2019, Emergency Management BC distributed a report following the third round of 

regional First Nations Emergency Management Partnership Tables (Emergency Management 

BC, 2019). The Partnership Tables are an opportunity for First Nations, EMBC, the BC Wildfire 

Service, FNHA, the Canadian Red Cross, Indigenous Services Canada and other support 

agencies to come together a couple times each year to build relationships and have dialogue 

about emergency mitigation, preparedness, response and recovery. Common themes across the 

six Fall 2019 sessions included: “how to weave traditional knowledge and practices with the 

modern demands in emergency management (EM)”, “cultural safety and emergency 

management training,” “creative solutions for community-based capacity building,” and “what 

relationships, partnerships and communication pathways need to be established”(Emergency 

Management BC, 2019, p. 1). The following community-driven suggestions from the report also 

tie to the strategic integration of cultural safety in ESS and across the emergency management 

program in British Columbia: 
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● Communication, collaboration, capacity: 

o Emergency Support Services (ESS) was identified as an area of opportunity 

for First Nations to build relationships and agreements with their municipal 

and regional district partners. 

o The need to further clarify the partners' roles and responsibilities. 

o Relationship building was identified as the most important part of emergency 

management so that trust is established, and more efficient operations can 

occur. 

o Capacity is a challenge for all communities. We need to move towards 

partnerships and additional funding for positions. Need grant writing support. 

o Nation-to-Nation and Nation-to-neighbor relationship building in the event of 

an evacuation or being a host community to others during an emergency. 

● Training and Education: 

o Agencies and training instructors need cultural safety and humility training. 

o More scenario-based training, including an ESS reception centre training. 

o Cultural and disaster psychosocial training at the next Partnership Table 

● Traditional Knowledge:  

o EMBC and support agencies need to support and acknowledge land-based 

knowledge during activation and response whenever they visit communities. 

o EMBC support to Nations to keep culture and traditions included even during 

an emergency. 

o Process for agencies to work with communities to protect spiritual 

sites/archeological sites/graveyards.  

o Protection of traditional plants and foods. This knowledge is sacred. 

o Reintegrating ceremony into the emergency. 

o Traditional healing and supports should be offered and accepted.  

o A better understanding of residential schools by all supporting agencies and 

organizations. Cultural safety training needs to be delivered by the Nations, 

not the government. 

This literature review aimed to surface and honour the knowledge and Indigenous voices that 

have contributed to this field of study and practice. I am grateful for the opportunity to highlight 

some of the scholars and practitioners and build upon their work. The next chapter will outline 

the theoretical and methodological framing for how I built upon that work through participant 

engagement, data collection methods and study design.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

This chapter explains the methodological framing, the data collection methods, project 

participants, study conduct, data analysis, ethical implications and how this work will produce 

outputs that will contribute to systems change. I wove together several Indigenous and Western 

research methodologies through the generative data collection process. This weaving together is 

also described as 'two-eyed seeing,' which is the overarching methodological approach that later 

became a research recommendation. 

3.1 Methodology 

Rather than force participants’ narratives to fit my chosen methodologies, I took a 

"bricolage" approach described by Steinburg (2006, p. 119) as "taking research strategies from a 

variety of scholarly disciplines and traditions as they are needed in the unfolding context of the 

research situation" (Lowan-Trudeau, 2012, p. 116). Other methodological influences included 

intersectionality, feminist participatory action research (PAR) (Gatenby & Humphries, 2000; 

Gopaldas, 2013; Smooth, 2013) and appreciative inquiry (Agger-Gupta & Perodeau, 2016; 

Busch, 2005, 2012). I was drawn to participatory action research (PAR) and feminist research 

because they have been “developed by researchers aiming for involvement, activism and social 

critique for the purpose of liberatory change” (Gatenby & Humphries, 2000, p. 89). Appreciative 

inquiry complements these methodologies because "as a research method it is not interested in 

discovering what is but in allowing a collective to uncover what could be” (Busch, 2012, p. 14).  

After emergency events, after action reviews often point to what went wrong, but I wanted to 

focus participants on conversations about how to shape a safer, more inclusive future in ESS. 

“The critical element in an Appreciative Inquiry (AI) process is therefore about exploring 
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possibilities for appreciation and what could be done rather than a deficit-focused repair of 

something gone wrong” (Agger-Gupta & Perodeau, 2016, p. 2). I felt that this weaving together 

of methodologies, described in this chapter, allowed me to centre the voices of participants and 

package the research findings in a manner that best supports reciprocity and the likelihood of 

future action.  

Two-Eyed Seeing 

The approach of weaving together multiple perspectives has also been framed in research 

(particularly health and education research) as ‘two-eyed seeing.’ Below is a brief context and 

history of the concept: 

The guiding principle of Etuaptmumk/Two-Eyed Seeing (E/TES) was long ago suggested 

by Elders of Eskasoni First Nation...While Etuaptmumk in the Mi’kmaw language refers 

to the gift of multiple perspectives, similar understandings exist in most Indigenous 

peoples’ languages. As a guiding principle, E/TES encourages the realization that 

beneficial outcomes are much more likely in any given situation when participants are 

willing to bring two or more perspectives into play. The concept of E/TES is I, you, and 

we; all need to learn to see from one eye with the best or the strengths in the Indigenous 

knowledges and ways of knowing and to learn to see from the other eye with the best or 

the strengths in the mainstream (Western or Eurocentric) knowledges and ways of 

knowing, but, most importantly, we need to learn to see with both these eyes together, for 

the benefit of everyone (our eco-kin included) (Marshall & Bartlett, 2018, p. 2). 

Two-eyed seeing as a methodology “stresses the importance of being mindful of alternative ways 

of knowing (multiple epistemologies) in order to constantly question and reflect on the partiality 

of one's perspective" (Martin, 2012, p. 31). Rather than try to meld perspectives, reflexivity is 
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practiced, and differences of perspectives are respected (Martin, 2012). The ‘two eyes’ of this 

project’s methodological framing are drawn from Indigenous research methodologies (IRMs), 

Action Research Engagement (ARE), and aspects of other critical and decolonizing theories such 

as feminist participatory action research (PAR). The goal was to work within a “third space” by 

cultivating a “common ground where diverse knowledge systems co-exist, each informing and 

building upon the knowledge of the other, to varying degrees, depending on the context, so that 

one type of knowledge is never subsumed by the other” (Martin, 2012, p. 31). This was also 

described as “knowledge gardening” which is the “co-learning-informed, action-based, 

participatory work of growing E/TES [two-eyed seeing] understandings within meaningful 

projects relevant to or grounded in communities” (Marshall & Bartlett, 2018, p. 5). Working 

from a space of ‘two-eyed seeing’ not only supports the methodological framing of this project 

but could also be a helpful tool to cultivate community-driven, culturally safe spaces in 

Emergency Support Services. 

Indigenous Research Methodologies (IRMs) 

I was drawn to Indigenous research methodologies as a theoretical framing to respect the 

research subject, participants and to genuinely “move beyond the binaries found within 

Indigenous-settler relations to construct new, mutual forms of dialogue, research, theory, and 

action” (Kovach, 2009, p. 12). Adam Gaudry, in Research as Resistance, positioned Indigenous 

research paradigms as “part of a broader movement of Indigenous resurgence and 

decolonization” and stated that researchers undertaking this methodology are also “tasked with 

challenging colonialism and dismantling its ideological underpinnings, working from within 

Indigenous frameworks to reimagine the world by putting Indigenous ideals in practice” (Strega 
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& Brown, 2015, p. 244). Central to this approach are the four “Insurgent Research Principles” 

which Gaudry described as: 

1.) Research is grounded in, respects, and validates Indigenous worldviews; 

2.) Research output is intended for use by Indigenous communities; 

3.) Researchers are responsible to Indigenous communities for the decisions that they 

make, and communities are the final judges of the validity and effectiveness of 

research projects; and, 

4.) Research is action-oriented and inspires direct action in Indigenous communities. 

(Strega & Brown, 2015, p. 248). 

These four principles influenced the methodology, data collection methods, study conduct and 

data analysis and validity. 

Indigenous methodologies nest alongside other “relational qualitative approaches (e.g. 

feminist methodologies, participatory action rection)” because “the research design values[s] 

both process and content” (Kovach, 2009, p. 25). What makes this framework distinct from other 

Western qualitative methodologies is that Indigenous research methodologies respond to cultural 

values, “tribal epistemologies” and the interconnected spaces in which Indigenous knowledge is 

present (Kovach, 2009, p. 25). Other characteristics of Indigenous research methodologies 

include creating a 'commonality of purpose' which emphasizes "the reciprocity of life and 

accountability to one another" (Hart, 2010, p. 9). Creating conditions for participants to 

acknowledge relationships and the shared responsibility of solving an issue is foundational for 

effective change. Joseph P. Gone defined Indigenous research methodologies as the "designated 

approaches and procedures for conducting research that are said to reflect long-subjugated 

Indigenous epistemologies (or ways of knowing)" (Gone, 2019, p. 45). 

As opposed to positivist epistemologies, anti-oppressive epistemologies (like Indigenous 

research methodologies) are based on the assumption that knowledge is: subjective (grounded in 

lived experience/lenses of perception), partial (multiple truths are acknowledged), and situated 
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(understood on the “basis of one’s social location and as a result of privileges and oppressions 

experienced” (Strega & Brown, 2015, p. 88). Furthermore, given the “liberatory intent” of anti-

oppressive research, it is often action-oriented and participatory whereby "the experiential 

expertise of the participant is acknowledged, and the researcher is not viewed as an expert" 

(Strega & Brown, 2015, p. 88). Therefore, Indigenous research methodologies work well 

alongside action research engagement approaches. 

Action Research Engagement (ARE) 

Action-oriented research is an umbrella term used to capture a wide range of research 

methodologies concerned with working alongside organizations and individuals to contribute to 

"the practical concerns of people in an immediate problematic situation" (Brown & Tandon, 

1983, p. 278). In action research, participant involvement produces practical outcomes and 

ensures that the community's needs are respected. Action research is less about extracting 

information and more about co-creating spaces of positive change. Assessing an organization's 

readiness for change is an important part of the action researcher's duty to ensure they understand 

the context and work towards viable solutions. Implementing change is often one of the most 

challenging aspects of integrating action research; therefore, investing time in preparing for 

change by incorporating an ARE model may result in "shifting attitudes, perspectives, 

knowledge and values among people in the organization by enhancing meaningfulness, clarity 

and commonality of purpose, motivation, and commitment for change (Rowe et al., 2013). 

Organizations and action researchers can set the foundation for organizational change by 

following the ARE model by identifying an issue, posing a research question to address that 

issue, creating co-ownership of the inquiry process to find solutions, analyzing systems and 

organizational contexts, and identifying then engaging key stakeholders in the cyclical process of 
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transforming data collection into ongoing change action plans (Rowe et al., 2013, p. 22). When 

these action research steps are paired with Indigenous research methodologies, conditions for 

reconciliation, cultural safety and strengths-based, inclusive practices are made possible.  

3.1 Conclusion 

Indigenous methodologies, also known as emancipatory or decolonial methodologies, are 

"best considered as a mixed form of knowledge," meaning that they blend Indigenous and 

"Western" worldviews (Gone, 2019, p. 52). This methodological framing mirrors the ‘two-eyed’ 

research on cultural safety and the methodological approach presented in this paper. I also 

discovered that doing action research in my own organization also required a type of ‘two-eyed 

seeing’ to uphold my organizational and researcher roles. With a cycle of floods and wildfires 

displacing people across British Columbia each year and the current COVID-19 pandemic, there 

is an immediate need to create a system that not only 'does no harm' but also takes a strength-

based approach to recognize and weave together knowledge in a timely, effective, and 

collaborative manner. The data collection methods and actions that flowed from this work aimed 

to bring together the Western/dominant perspective (the current ESS model) and Indigenous 

experiences and perspectives (research participant perspectives) to create a future state where 

two-eyed seeing is applied to evacuation and evacuee supports.  

3.2 Data Collection Methods 

Data collection methods are “guidelines for how to sequence one’s attention between the 

outside world territory of experience (to collect data) and the cognitive territory (to theorize, 

design, analyze and write up the study)” (Chandler & Torbert, 2003, p. 137). Ultimately, data 

collection methods should be “responsive to the unresolved claim, concern, or issue” (Lincoln et 

al., 2011, p. 174). For this project, I generated data through a mix of virtual group and one-on-
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one methods, in addition to establishing a journaling practice. The reflective journaling practice 

established a habit of reflexivity which helped me “be continually aware of [my] own biases as a 

means of consistently locating [myself] in the research” (Kovach, 2009, p. 26). Furthermore, the 

two and a half journals I wrote allowed me to cultivate an observer mindset to reflect on how I 

conducted the study and made meaning of the data (Short, 1998). I set an intention to honour 

‘multiple truths’ and wanted to ensure the methods I used allowed a space of shared leadership to 

support relational aspects of the work. The goal with these methods was to build direct 

relationships and create a safe container for narrative sharing because “interviews, whether one-

on-one or in small focus groups…enable you to uncover not only what people think but also the 

reasoning that leads them to conclusions” (Stroh, 2015, p. 92). I learned that even after the group 

sessions, informal conversations on the topic of cultural safety in ESS continued amongst 

practitioners—just by performing the method itself, a transformative change process began 

without any further intervention (L. Smith, personal communication, October 2020; B. Daszko, 

personal communication, October 2020). I framed the research questions and project in an 

appreciative way to foster cultural safety while harvesting community-based solutions for an 

inclusive path forward. This approach responded to comments from one EMBC staff member 

who said there was organizational fatigue from only focusing on what was not working (S. 

Bates, personal communication, May 15, 2020). I felt that appreciative inquiry would be useful 

because of its focus on successes. “The telling of these narratives of previous success and 

inspiration are the evidence, and sparks, of the positive energy that is the basis for a cohesive 

change process” (Agger-Gupta & Perodeau, 2016, p. 6). Integrating appreciative inquiry into the 

data collection methods invited emergency management practitioners to share moments when 
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they experienced or witnessed positive examples of cultural safety while also holding space for 

any difficult personal stories that again arose.  

Individual Method: Semi-structured interviews 

As the name suggests, semi-structured interviews allow the researcher to pose specific 

research questions and remain flexible to the different directions that the conversation might 

take. This type of interviewing requires researchers to be "active listeners and co-participants in 

the process, as opposed to structured interviewers who simply ask a question, record the 

response, and move onto the next questions regardless of the participants' response" (Saldana & 

Omasta, 2017, p. 92). In this study, all semi-structured interviews were held over the Zoom 

virtual meeting platform. I chose this method because it allowed participants to respond to the 

research questions but was more conversational and casual. During the interview, the ability to 

adapt allowed me to tend to the conversation and hold space for the participant to share what 

arose for them—even if their answer did not directly tie to the research question. This approach 

required me to “attend carefully to both the participants’ answers (or nonanswers) and other 

indicators such as vocal tone and body language” (Saldana & Omasta, 2017, p. 92). A benefit of 

this method was that I had the latitude to ask follow-up questions. The semi-structured interview 

format allowed me to dive deeper into topics brought forward from participants in the group 

session and to connect with three participants who wished to participate but had scheduling 

conflicts during the group sessions.  

Group Data Collection Method: The Circle Way 

The democratization of action research is made possible through the belief that “the 

process of dialogue is non-hierarchical in nature; all participating partners are equally important 

as problem solvers, thinkers, and learners” (Glassman & Erdem, 2014, p. 209). This belief is 
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epitomized by the Circle Way practices, which puts "a leader in every chair" (Baldwin & Linnea, 

2010). I chose a virtual Circle Way Method because it aligned with Indigenous research 

methodologies, cultural safety practices and Action Research Engagement. I chose to use Zoom 

for the virtual method because of COVID-19 restrictions and took steps to replicate the method's 

sacred space in an online environment. The effectiveness of the Circle Way comes from its set of 

principles, practices and agreements that fostered a trust-based space for sharing. The power of 

the Circle Way practices is attributed to the fact that: 

Circle started around the cook-fires of humanity's ancestors and has accompanied us ever 

since. We remember this space. When we listen, we speak more thoughtfully. We lean into 

shared purpose (thecircleway.net, 2020).  

In alignment with the Action Research Engagement process, this dialogue took place throughout 

"a cyclical process of inquiry, dialogue and deliberation that aims to lead organizational 

members to shift in attitudes toward change [and] open understanding of different points of view 

on issues and opportunities for change…" (Rowe et al., 2013, p. 6). Transformational change 

"involves a radical shift of 'culture, behaviour or mindset . . . a shift in human awareness" 

(Anderson & Ackerman Anderson, 2001, p. 39 as cited by Rowe et al., 2013, p. 8). Only through 

that shared space of dialogue, participation, engagement, and reflection could the inquiry team 

and participants move towards a deeper understanding of the issues and opportunities for 

transformational change intervention (Rowe et al., 2013).  

Both methodologies (ARE and IRMs) allow for flexible methods that celebrate the energy 

that comes from storytelling and sharing lived experiences, contributing to a strengths-based, 

generative research environment. The data collection methods centred around research “by, with, 

and for Indigenous peoples” (Lowan-Trudeau, 2012, 114) while also aligning with the OCAP® 
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(ownership, control, access and possession) principles, which are "based on Aboriginal claims 

for genuine self-determination" (Brascoupé & Waters, 2009, p. 12). For example, Hart (2010, p. 

9) wrote that Indigenous methodologies include “the reciprocity of life and accountability to one 

another,” which results in the assumption that “knowledge gained will be utilized practically.” In 

action research, like in Indigenous research, methodologies and data collection methods consider 

the relationship between the researcher and the participants. Participants in two of the three 

group data collection sessions commented that the principles, practices, and ceremonial aspects 

of the Circle Way dialogue in itself was an act of cultural safety. This might be because “the 

Circle Way nurtures mindfulness and authentic connection and builds trust and appreciation 

through reflection and genuine dialogue" (Lombard, 2016, p. 15). One of the benefits of using a 

Circle Way group method is it allowed for representatives from several levels of the Emergency 

Support Services system to come together under a shared purpose to create conditions for 

transformative change (Stroh, 2015).  

3.3 Project Participants 

My goal was to connect with a minimum of 15 practitioners with experience supporting 

Indigenous evacuees through the ESS system, with a preference for those who self-identified as 

Indigenous. This was a deliberate choice to ensure that cultural safety recommendations were 

grounded in Indigenous perspectives. I also chose research participants “…for what they [could] 

bring to the study as opposed to random sampling” (Kovach, 2009 p. 51). When I shifted from an 

in-person to an online data collection method, I could no longer liaise with the EMBC Regional 

Offices or Northern ESS Training Conference (NESST) organizers to bring participants together 

for the research sessions. Instead, I drew from lists of attendees from the Fall 2019 First Nations 

Emergency Management Partnership Tables, the Tripartite Emergency Management Working 
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Group, and names suggested by EMBC staff or inquiry team members to create a list of potential 

participants (about 130 people). In July 2020, I used purposive sampling to narrow down the list 

to 49 participants (29 community representatives and 20 agency representatives) based on “their 

position, experience, and/or identity” (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018, p. 96). For the community 

representatives, I used a criterion of inviting participants who held a role in emergency 

management at the community level. I also ensured that I had representation from the Northwest, 

Northeast, Central, Southeast, Southwest and Vancouver Island areas of the province. Because 

the ESS program reaches across British Columbia, I felt it was critical to have geographic 

diversity and a mix of urban/rural participants to produce action outcomes that supported diverse 

populations. For the agency representatives, I drew upon agency partners who were part of the 

First Nations Emergency Management Partnership Tables or members of the Integrated Disaster 

Council of BC. My sample group included both community and agency representatives to bring 

together multiple parts of the system under the shared purpose of reimagining ESS (Stroh, 2015).  

My inquiry team included three members. Two members participated in the research 

development, design, delivery, and analysis and one member assisted with the Circle Way 

delivery, Zoom technical support, and thesis editing. All members were chosen due to their 

background, experience and willingness to support this work; however, the Inquiry Team 

members who work at EMBC or FNHA also have the authority, responsibility and ability to 

implement change in their professional capacities. To ensure I conducted this work in a good 

way, I engaged: 

● Stephanie Papik: Stephanie is of Inuit and Irish descent. She serves as the Director of 

Strategic Integration of Cultural Safety with Emergency Management BC and is also a 

trained facilitator of the Circle Way practice who has conducted virtual, global Circle 
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Way sessions. I recruited Stephanie because she holds wisdom about the subject matter of 

emergency management and cultural safety and humility, but her understanding of the 

chosen data collection method supported my learning journey and helped me best support 

participants. Stephanie taught me so much about unpacking my blind spots and learning 

to work more thoughtfully and inclusively. Stephanie also assisted in the cross-

government review and implementation of the 2017 post-wildfire/flood report, Address 

the new normal: 21st-century disaster management in British Columbia (Abbott & 

Chapman, 2018). Her wisdom around ‘two-eyed seeing’ also helped me frame the project 

approach.  

● Emily Dicken, Ph.D.: Emily is of Little Red River Cree Nation and European descent. 

She serves as the Director of Emergency Management with the First Nations Health 

Authority. Dr. Dicken completed her doctorate exploring Indigenous ways of knowing in 

emergency management. In addition to working in emergency management and cultural 

safety at FNHA, she has also worked for EMBC and the Ministry of Health. I recruited 

her based on my personal relationship with Emily; she has been a mentor in my career in 

emergency management. She is also in a space of influence within FNHA to promote 

wrap-around supports for evacuees. Her knowledge of Indigenous research 

methodologies and academia also ensured that my actions met the academic rigour 

required for such a project. 
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● Lauralee March: Lauralee is a fellow student in the Master of Arts in Leadership program 

at Royal Roads and offered to help with the technology support pieces and the group 

session's facilitation. She was chosen because her master's and doctoral research also 

intersects with Indigenous community safety, and she had a strong understanding of the 

Zoom platform. Her assistance was essential to ensuring that the group sessions' delivery 

was organized, documented appropriately, and all participants felt supported. Lauralee 

reviewed the thesis and recommendation report and provided valuable suggestions and 

considerations which strengthened the inquiry. 

All inquiry team members signed a confidentiality agreement (Appendix F) and helped co-

develop the Group Planning Session Guide (Appendix H), further described in the next section. 

3.4 Study Conduct 

This section outlines how I organized the inquiry using cultural safety principles 

throughout the action research engagement process. I structured this section using the five 

principles of cultural safety by Jessica Ball because these principles help researchers to:  

(1) anticipate potential ethical tensions in engagements;  

(2) negotiate partnerships;  

(3) engage in culturally appropriate protocols; and  

(4) discern and respond to cultural safety issues as they arise (Adopted from Ball & 

Beazley, 2017, p. 124) 
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Figure 5: Ball, J. (2020). Early Childhood Development Intercultural Partnerships. Retrieved March 11, 2020, from 

http://www.ecdip.org/culturalsafety/ 

1.) Partnerships:  

The foundation of action research is building trust-based partnerships with the 

community the project aims to serve. In Indigenous research methodologies “having a pre-

existing and ongoing relationship with participants is an accepted characteristic of research 

according to tribal paradigms” (Kovach, 2009). This research project presented an opportunity to 

strengthen partnerships, build capacity and co-design recommendations for culturally safe 

Emergency Support Services. In choosing whom to engage with, I followed the principle that 

"diversity is key because systems depend on it to innovate" (Stroh, 2015, p. 79). The previous 

section (Project Participants) described whom I engaged and why; this section outlines how 

those participants were engaged. On August 10, 2020, all 49 potential participants were sent 

information about the research project (Appendix A) and were invited to participate in a 'Doodle 

Poll', a scheduling software, to identify if they were interested in the project and select dates in 
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September that worked for them to join a group session. I also allowed a participant to forward 

the invitation to another colleague.  

Based on the number of respondents and being mindful that I did not want more than 8-

10 people in each group session, I chose to host two Circle Way sessions with First Nations 

community representatives and one session with the agency representatives. I decided not to 

combine the community and agency representatives into the same session because I learned 

when facilitating the Partnership Tables that sometimes members of the First Nations 

communities felt it was a safer space to share feedback without agencies present. On August 31, 

2020, I divided participants into three groups and emailed out calendar invites to all 49 

participants. These emails included: the research participant invitation (Appendix A), the consent 

form (Appendix B), and tips for participating in online Zoom Circles (Appendix D). I tracked 

RSVPs using an excel spreadsheet, and in that sheet, I noted which members returned consent 

forms. For those who declined an invitation, I also extended the offer for a one-on-one interview, 

and four people chose that option. Over the following weeks, I had multiple emails with 

participants to answer questions, collect consent forms, and I had one phone call with an 

Indigenous Elder to explain the project in more detail. I regularly sought guidance and direction 

from my advisors and inquiry team. The Circle Way method (placing a leader in every chair) and 

giving participants final approval over all anonymized contributions supported the space of true 

partnership and mitigated the power differential of the researcher-participant relationship 

(Kovach, 2009)  

2.) Personal Knowledge:  

Doing research within my organization and with organizational partners made me an insider 

action researcher who “undertakes an explicit research role in addition to the normal functional 
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role that [I] hold in the organization” (Coghlan, 2019, p. xi). It also allowed me to draw upon my 

personal knowledge, experiences and relationship to create a project with a high likelihood of 

resulting in organizational change. Despite my preconceived ideas on the subject matter, I set the 

intention to conduct this study with an open heart, open mind, and open will (Scharmer & 

Kaufer, 2013). This project demanded a high level of reflexivity. I continued my daily 

meditation practice and began ‘free-writing’ in a journal (almost) every morning. While the 

journaling content was not always about the project, the practice allowed me to connect deeper 

with my thoughts, values and beliefs.  

I also increased my personal knowledge of facilitating the circle practice. I participated and 

practiced virtual circle practice facilitation in a global meet-up session in May 2020. I was also a 

co-facilitator of the Indigenous Relations and Behavioural Competency workshop for ESS 

volunteers in August 2020, which used circle practice as its method. Before, during and after the 

data collection sessions, my goal was to facilitate learning and action by bringing multiple 

stakeholders together to work towards practical solutions for a common goal and then inspire 

frontline ownership to carry the work forward after the research concludes. 

3.) Protocols: 

I aligned this work with Indigenous engagement protocols and the Circle Way practice 

protocols. Indigenous engagement protocols had to be adapted for an online environment, and 

my goal was to carry forward sacred aspects of the Circle Way practice even through Zoom 

virtual meetings. During the facilitators meeting that preceded each group session, I guided the 

inquiry team through a brief meditation and virtual smudge. I also invited each member to set an 

intention for the session to help ground us in the work we were about to perform. When 

participants joined, I started each session by gratefully acknowledging the traditional, unceded 
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territory of the Tk’emlups te Secwepemc peoples. I invited a leader, Elder, or Chief to offer a 

prayer. The circle practice protocols are designed to shift participants from their thinking minds 

to their hearts. I brought forward these protocols to ensure participants felt supported, grounded 

and comfortable to share, knowing confidentiality will be respected (Wilson, 2008). Throughout 

the research design and delivery, I also drew upon wisdom from Shawn Wilson’s book Research 

is Ceremony: Indigenous Research Methodologies (2008), which highlighted several protocols, 

including those offered by Judy Atkinson (2001, p. 10): 

- …principles of reciprocity and responsibility;  

- Listening and observing the self as well as in relationship to others; and, 

- Acknowledgement that the researcher brings to the research his or her subjective self.  

Shifting relational protocols and practices to virtual spaces required creativity and advice from 

the many people, including Stephanie Papik, who showed me that it was possible to create 

sacred, respectful spaces online.  

4.) Process: 

With participants, personal knowledge, and protocols addressed, this next section 

provides an overview of the step-by-step process to develop, test, and conduct the data collection 

methods. The research topic originated through conversations with several First Nations 

emergency management practitioners starting in Spring 2019. As I asked Indigenous emergency 

management practitioners what they wished the ESS system looked like, people started sharing 

ideas about how they would like to see the system improved or how they were adapting the 

system to meet local needs. Those conversations with communities inspired this topic. In January 

2020, at an on-campus session for the Royal Roads Master of Arts in Leadership program, I 

began to shape this project. Emergency Management BC was also interested in the topic and 
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agreed to be the partner organization and project sponsor. The Director of Emergency Support 

Services and Executive Director of Strategic Partnerships were excited by and supported the 

project by encouraging me to focus on defining cultural safety ESS and to explore the training, 

practices and evaluative measures that need to be in place to integrate cultural safety into the 

program. I set-up check-in calls to refine the study's approach with EMBC colleagues, the 

inquiry team, and thesis supervisors, but the demands of my job during the first wave of the 

COVID-19 pandemic resulted in me pausing the project between mid-March to mid-May. Both 

the Director and Executive Director transitioned to new jobs in the Spring and I oriented their 

incumbents who also extended support to the project. Once the project proposal and ethics were 

approved in July 2020, I began the purposive sampling process, which included sending the 

invitations and collecting consent forms (described in Section 3.3). In August and early-

September, I held two planning meetings with the inquiry team members who offered to co-

facilitate the circle practice. I created the "Cultural Safety in ESS Circle – Facilitators Guide” 

(Appendix C), which outlined each step of the process, including delineating roles and 

responsibilities during the session and the associated speaking notes and timing. Of the 49 people 

invited, 23 people participated, including one participant who participated in both the group 

session and the one-on-one interview: 

● September 8, 2020 - Eight agency representatives 

● September 9, 2020 - Six community representatives  

● September 11, 2020 - Five community representatives  

● September 9, 2020 – September 21, 2020 – Five one-one-one interviews  

The one-on-one, semi-structured interviews lasted between 30-60 minutes. While I posed the 

same questions that were offered in the group sessions, these interviews were a lot more 

conversational. Both methods aimed to build direct relationships and create a safe container for 

narrative sharing. I followed each session with an email to thank participants and invited them to 
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provide further follow-up in written form or through a one-on-one interview. I also shared the 

timeline for the draft recommendation report for their review. 

5.) Positive Purpose: 

This section also highlights how I synthesized early findings into a presentation and 

recommendations report, which informed a priority-setting exercise with EMBC's ESS team. 

Early in this project, readiness for change in ESS was demonstrated from provincial, First 

Nations and regional district personnel who were committed to creating an ESS system that 

optimally supported Indigenous communities (D. Jones-Middleton personal communication, 

December 10, 2019; M. Walker, personal communication, December 13, 2019; N. Samra, 

personal communication, November 26, 2019). Following the group and one-on-one sessions, I 

analyzed the data (Section 3.5) and created themes that were then rolled into a recommendation 

report (Appendix I). The report gave a brief overview of the project but centred around direct, 

anonymized quotes from participants to describe in their words a future state for the ESS 

program. I also pulled all recommendations into a table at the end of the report. On September 

23, 2020, I held a two-hour planning meeting with the EMBC ESS program to present key 

findings (Appendix J). I used an online tool called Mentimeter to guide participants through a 

real-time, prioritization exercise (Appendix K). This step was essential to transform ideas into 

positive action, which was described by Stroh as “[connecting] leverage points into a coherent 

path forward” (Stroh, 2015, p. 167). This prioritization process also helped identify stakeholders 

responsible for implementing recommendations and which actions were already underway. In 

cultural safety, 'positive purpose' ensures free, prior, and informed consent, confidentiality and 

accountability to the communities and participants (Ball, 2020). 
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3.5 Data Analysis and Validity 

Kovach (2009) described "analysis" as "reducing a whole to the sum of its parts in order to 

describe a phenomenon" and thereby, analysis works to “decontextualize knowledge through the 

organizational act of sorting data” (p. xx). I found myself torn between preserving the holistic nature 

of the shared knowledge (Indigenous research methodologies) with the reductionist themes and codes 

used to organize data to support transformative change in government (Western research approach). I 

also acknowledge that there is a strong history of data analysis in Indigenous communities, and 

"individuals with the training and experience to inductively analyze patterns were the knowledge 

keepers and were highly-esteemed" (Kovach, 2009, p. 131). I do not have that expertise, and therefore 

I used Western research analysis tools. However, I did, like Laara Fitznor, aim to "integrate thematic 

coding, but was clear that the individual research stories were presented as much as possible in their 

own voice," which is why the recommendation report has so many quotes and also includes a full-

page story (Kovach, 2009, p. 131). The analysis was built around these stories and what I heard 

directly from participants.  

I used a model of data analysis inspired by grounded theory which is attributable to Glaser and 

Strauss (2004) who stated that grounded theory is the “discovery of theory from data systemically 

obtained from social research” and that “generating grounded theory is a way of arriving at theory 

suited to its supposed uses (Glaser & Strauss, 2004, pp. 2-3). Other scholars have described grounded 

theory as “a systemic, methodological approach to qualitative research and analysis that constructs a 

theory from the ground up” (Saldana & Omasta, 2017, p. 150). In this project, grounded theory was 

used as an iterative process of generating data which added depth and new layers to the themes that 

emerged based on the words shared by participants. I applied the method of in vivo coding to 

highlight the significant key words or phrases. “The root meaning of ‘in vivo’ is ‘in that which is 
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alive’ and refers to a code based on the actual language used by participants” (Saldaña, 2011, p. 99). 

To ensure accuracy, all the interviews were recorded through Zoom and then transcribed using 

Otter.ai. I then played back the audio recordings and carefully read through the verbatim transcripts 

produced by Otter.ai to correct any discrepancies. I used a program called NVivo to analyze the 

transcripts for themes and codes that helped me organize the data. In NVivo, I went line by line 

through the transcripts to link direct quotes with the identified main themes and codes that emerged. 

The table below shows those initial themes and codes, as well as how many references were made to 

those codes across the three group sessions: 

● Definitions of Cultural Safety in ESS (30) 

● Emergency Management Context (General – 8) 

o ESS Today (8) 

o Cultural Safe Practices (15) 

o Culturally Unsafe Practices (4) 

● Indigenous Context  

o Elders (14) 

o Historical Context, including residential schools or the pass system (9) 

o Indigenous culture (10) 

o Rural and remote considerations (1) 

o Urban Indigenous populations (3) 

● Preparedness (General – 1) 

o Planning (9) 

o Training (14) 

● Recommendations or Actions 

o After Action Reviews (2) 

o Community-level actions (8) 

o EMBC-led actions (13) 

o Actions for ESS teams (6) 

o Personal actions (4) 

o Supporting organizations (10) 

● Response (General – 1) 

o COVID-19 (2) 

o Cultural supports, including spiritual, emotional well-being (12) 

o Evacuations (8) 
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o Family Reunification (2) 

o Food and connection to land (11) 

o Information sharing (7) 

o Language (5) 

o Lodging (13) 

o Navigator or Liaison (8) 

o Reception or registration (13) 

o Suppliers (1)  

o Sustainability (1)  

o Technology (2) 

o Transportation (3) 

Because grounded theory is an iterative process (Saldana & Omasta, 2017), I continually made 

notes and re-read the transcripts to refine the themes. I also discovered that many of the participants’ 

statements or ideas fit under multiple codes which showed how interrelated the ideas were. Finally, 

with nearly 100 pages of themed data, I synthesized and summarized the information into what 

eventually became the six findings and 22 themes presented in the recommendation report which was 

shared with participants, partners, and the inquiry team for their verification. To validate data, those 

involved in the research reviewed common themes and confirmed they were comfortable with how I 

contextualized their direct, anonymized quotes (Tekin & Kotaman, 2013). I kept identities 

confidential in the report and emphasized in my emails that the draft recommendation report was also 

not to be shared out of respect to all participants. I also member checked the data through one-on-one 

interviews. Sharing the report and thematic findings helped me check my bias and reveal my blind 

spots. My goal was to share the collective voices and stories in the recommendation report, 

highlighting the interconnection to the findings and themes that were later presented in the thesis. 

Both the recommendation report and this thesis have been supported by significant in vivo phrases 

from the participants.  

When taking an action-oriented approach to analysis, Lincoln et al. (2011) suggested that 

researchers ask themselves: "Are these findings sufficiently authentic…that I may trust myself in 
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acting on their implications?" (p. 120). This can be a tricky question because researchers are also 

biased and people "look for new data that reinforces their original assumption," which is why the 

‘ladder of inference’ by Argyris and Schon was a particularly "excellent tool for helping people 

distinguish what they think from the larger reality around them" (Stroh, 2015, p. 87). The ‘ladder of 

inference’ “lays out the mental steps in our reasoning—from receiving data to drawing a conclusion. 

It also explains how we adopt certain beliefs about the world” (Levene, 2016). In addition to using the 

ladder of inference to reflect on my own meanings, assumptions, conclusion and beliefs, I used the 

draft recommendation report to share content back to participants for their review. To evaluate the 

trustworthiness of the research, "Indigenous people, both as researchers and participants, hold the 

keys to getting, analyzing, and reporting ‘good data’ in qualitative and ethnographic studies 

examining their lived experiences’’ (Tachine et al., 2016, p. 280). With the chosen methods, rather 

than strictly follow each step, Indigenous methodologies researchers should be responsive to the 

engagement and reflect on the following questions adapted from Shawn Wilson's work (2001, p.78): 

- What is my role as a researcher, and what are my obligations?  

- Does this method allow me to fulfill my obligations in my role?  

- Does this method help to build a relationship between myself as a research and my research 

topic?  

- Does it build respectful relationships with the other participants in the research?  

Throughout the research process, reflecting on these questions aligned my efforts with Indigenous 

research methodologies and deepened my learning as both researcher and practitioner. 

3.6 Ethical Implications 

As an Indigenous research methodology, the researcher must recognize the relationships and 

responsibilities that emerge through sharing stories of deep awareness and experiences. Following the 
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Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans (TCPS 2) and the Tri-

Agency Framework: Responsible Conduct of Research, this section outlines how I addressed the three 

key concerns: 1.) respect for persons, 2.) concern for welfare, and 3.) justice. All phases of the 

research aligned with OCAP®, and I used a human rights-based, relational ethics approach, which 

"requires an attitude of humility and respect, as well as responsiveness to local codes of conduct" 

(Ball & Beazley, 2017, p. 121). This type of ethical framework addressed the three concerns because 

it “engages practices that are culturally safe, and amplify participants' meaning-making, positive 

reasoning, and aspirations, as well as their challenges" (Ball & Beazley, 2017, p. 142-143). When 

paired with clear, transparent communications about free, prior and informed consent, I created a 

respectful environment that empowered participants to offer solutions. Another way I respected 

research participants was by applying a feminist perspective that acknowledged “the other without 

attempting to appropriate their experience and understanding of the world back into the dominant 

discourse” (Glassman & Erdem, 2014, p. 216). I found that action research exposed power dynamics 

in the subject matter and the research design and implementation and did not include my direct reports 

in the data collection phases of the study. Aligning the study with culturally safe practices required 

regular reflection on inequality, marginalization, and discrimination.  

The steps I took to address ethical implications began with designing the project based on what I 

heard from Indigenous communities and my inquiry team's guidance. In the research invitation 

(Appendix A), I clearly outlined the steps I was going to take during the research so that participants 

could provide free, prior, and informed consent. I also included the consent form (Appendix B) in that 

email and all follow-up emails and went over it fully in the first two sessions because participants 

showed up without having returned the form. At the beginning, even the participants who already 

returned their consent forms typed into the Zoom box that they consented. Addressing the consent 
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form at the beginning of the group sessions and the one-on-one interviews allowed participants to 

confirm consent and ask any questions. I also offered the Circle Way agreements, practices and 

principles to ground the work in a respectful, safe way (see Appendix G). The first agreement was that 

there is a ‘leader in every chair.’ This agreement mitigated power-over dynamics as each voice was 

upheld equally. The second agreement was ‘confidentiality and trust are held in the circle.' This 

agreement promoted interpersonal accountability. The third agreement was 'self-care and the law of 

two feet', which emphasized that participants could leave the circle at any time. However, if 

participants dropped off without sending a facilitator a note, we would follow-up to confirm if they 

were withdrawing from the study or faced a technical issue. Participants were reminded that they 

could withdraw at any point before the group method began; however, they were informed ahead of 

time that they could not withdraw their contributions after the sessions. Participants could withdraw 

up to one month after the interview for one-on-one interviews, and their data would be destroyed. 

Before recording either the group or semi-structured interviews, I let participants know I was 

recording and reemphasized that all participant names would remain anonymous in publications 

unless explicit permission was granted.   

To stay personally grounded in the Indigenous research methodologies and ethical considerations, 

I continually reflected on the questions: "what are you looking at, who is it being conducted for, what 

will happen with the knowledge shared, and how will the community benefit" (Healey & Tagak  

(2014) as cited by de Boer, 2017, p. 45). To respect cultural protocols, I organized the speaking order 

to start with any Elders that were present. After the interviews, I shared the draft recommendation 

report for participants for a six-week review period. I aimed to align the research project with the 

principles of cultural safety and ownership, control, access, and possession (OCAP ®) (Schnarch, 

2004). I recognized that there were cultural differences that emerged in this work as a non-Indigenous 
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researcher. I therefore intentionally located myself in the research by introducing my ancestry, 

bringing my full presence to the work, asking questions of an Indigenous Elder, my inquiry team and 

thesis supervisors if I was unsure. I also intentionally chose my inquiry team because they 

exemplified cultural humility and competence.  

Finally, talking about emergency events carried a potential psychological risk. I mitigated this risk 

by only interviewing emergency management practitioners who work in this space and are 

accustomed to these conversations. Through the design of the interviews and Circle Way practice, I 

maintained a strengths-based, appreciative focus to avoid emotional triggers from past events, and we 

also had a ‘guardian’ in the circle (a role filled by either Stephanie Papik or Emily Dicken). This 

guardian tended to the group's well-being during the session and rang a chime to invite a pause if 

intense emotions arose (which happened once). After the sessions, I also emailed mental health and 

wellness resources to participants. 

3.7 Proposed Outputs 

Beyond the written thesis, data from both methods was used to help EMBC mobilize actions 

from the study. I created a recommendation report with a series of actions that EMBC staff ranked 

based on 'impact' vs 'effort.' The process yielded a summary of short-, medium- and long-term change 

items (Appendix J). I was pleased that the planning session surfaced 'quick-win' items that 

practitioners could implement ahead of the report and thesis's official release. Knowledge from this 

report also informed the revision of the provincial Emergency Support Services Program Guide, ESS 

training materials for internal and external staff, and will be integrating into a work plan that EMBC 

has with the First Nations Health Authority to monitor the implementation of the Declaration of 

Commitment to Cultural Safety and Humility. In the future, this learning might inform conference 
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presentations or academic articles. This thesis may also inform other EMBC policies and aspects of 

the Emergency Program Act which is being modernized between 2020-2022. 

I also did a call-out to the research participants to see who might be interested in being a part 

of a ‘Champions Table’ to assist with the implementation of the actions, alongside EMBC, FNHA, 

ISC, Canadian Red Cross, Métis Nation BC, and BC Association of Aboriginal Friendship Centre 

staff. At the time this thesis was completed, a few practitioners had expressed interest in moving this 

work forward in 2021. My intention is to continue to make connection points between EMBC ESS 

staff and participants who would like to support future action. Furthermore, I proposed this Champion 

Table co-create a Cultural Safety in ESS Framework and a Cultural Safety in ESS Policy statement 

that might be adopted by partners across the ESS system to help support transformative change. My 

role as the Director of Indigenous Community Relations and Partnership Engagement at EMBC 

positions me to support a smooth and thorough turnover of the work and allows me to continue to 

support the work where I can. On a personal level, I was privileged to be part of this study because it 

made me a more culturally aware and safe emergency management practitioner. 

3.8 Contribution and Application 

By blending my role as an MA in Leadership student with my professional space of influence, 

my goal was to collaborate with communities and agencies to produce third-person research in 

support of transformational change in ESS (Coghlan, 2019). Presenting solutions regarding how 

EMBC might support physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual well-being during an emergency 

event contributes to a safer future for all citizens and visitors in British Columbia. As mentioned 

above (3.7), this might be achieved through revisions to the ESS Program Guide (which gives 

provincial direction on how to implement the program), ESS training content, and future policy and 

legislation. On the ground, my vision is that evacuees experience an Emergency Support Services 
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program where practitioners “adopt a humble, self-reflective practice that positions them as respectful 

and curious partners when providing care, rather than as a figure of higher knowledge and authority” 

(FNHA, 2020, p. 3). My hope is this work will contribute to creating safe spaces, free from 

discrimination, where Indigenous people, families and communities can continue practicing their 

culture even when displaced. This is achieved when ESS practitioners accompany evacuees with 

humility, open listening, kindness, compassion and respect, and consideration for self and others' 

mental, emotional, physical, spiritual and cultural well-being. Working in cross-cultural ways requires 

a "two eyed seeing approach" that honours and upholds both Indigenous and Western ways of 

knowing. The ideal outcome of this project is that it might inspire acts of cultural safety and humility 

across all levels of the ESS system. 
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Chapter 4: Inquiry Project Findings and Conclusions 

“The sacredness of Indigenous research is bound in ceremony, spirit, land, place, nature, 

relationships, language, dreams, humour, purpose, and stories in an inexplicable, holistic, non-

fragmented ways, and it is this sacredness that defies the conventional”(Kovach, 2009, p. 140). 

4.1 Study Findings 

This chapter begins with a current state and ESS context overview, followed by five additional 

findings that respond to the research question. These findings inform the study conclusions, before I 

outline the scope and limitations of the study. The six findings, and corresponding themes, respond to 

the research question: How might emergency management practitioners braid cultural safety and a 

respect, honouring and celebration of Indigenous traditional knowledge, and community-based 

practices into ESS training and practices? The six findings include: 

● Finding 1: Context and Current State 

● Finding 2: ‘Cultural Safety’ Defined 

● Finding 3: Evacuations and Registration 

● Finding 4: Emergency Supports and Services 

● Finding 5: Knowledge and Training 

● Finding 6: Planning and Preparedness  

I begin this chapter by sharing how participants viewed the broader emergency management and ESS 

systems in British Columbia and how these systems intersect with Indigenous cultures and rights. This 

broader context informs a meta-analysis that helps move this project to the space of “third-person 

research” (Chandler & Torbert, 2003) required for policy and systems change. To protect the 

anonymity of participants, I assigned a pseudonym number to each participant (i.e. Participant 1-23) 

and attributed direct quotes to the participants through this coding method. I used the pronoun ‘they’ 

for all participants, regardless of gender or sex. 
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4.1.1 Finding 1: Context and Current State 

ESS does not exist in a vacuum; it is intricately entwined with the broader emergency 

management and health systems and organizations in BC and Canada. This section outlines some of 

the formal and informal systems intersecting with Emergency Support Services, as identified by 

participants. These include a current state analysis of the: historical and cultural context, Indigenous 

rights, social determinants of health, and urban Indigenous supports. This section concludes with 

some comments on participants’ assessment of the current state of the ESS program. These high-level 

findings set the foundation for Findings 2-6. 

Activities in emergency management occur within the unique historical and cultural contexts 

of responders and evacuees. Participant 17 noted how important it is to understand “that culture 

affects our worldview, how we experience disasters, a history of intergenerational trauma, past 

traumas, the residential schools, the past pandemics, even power dynamics.” This understanding is 

foundational before exploring any of the additional findings. Furthermore, Participant 2 noted that not 

only do some of the ESS structures (i.e. group lodging) trigger memories of residential school, but it 

is also triggering for evacuees to explain why certain ESS processes and structures are not culturally 

safe. Educating on historical contexts and impacts of colonialism is not the Indigenous community's 

responsibility, and rather it is everyone's responsibility to grow their understanding and honour 

Indigenous rights as enshrined in the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples Act (DRIPA). 

Participant 18 pointed to the Social Determinants of Health to identify the complex and intersecting 

needs of individuals that might be amplified during an evacuation. Participant 7 also made a link 

between developing ESS responders’ broader base of knowledge about intersecting needs and 

bringing visibility to the over 80% of Indigenous peoples who live in urban centres across British 
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Columbia. ESS teams must be prepared to support Indigenous people in local governments or support 

those evacuated from Indigenous communities.  

When assessing the ESS program's current state, one of the strengths identified was the 

Emergency Support Services responders themselves. While participants critiqued the policies and 

structures of the program, there was a recognition that:  

…people are compassionate, ESS-ers are compassionate, they want to do the right things. 

They want to be helpful. They want to be loving and kind, and so often there's some 

bureaucratic things that are put in place that make it difficult (Participant 5).  

EMBC Policies were characterized as “rigid” which puts volunteers in difficult situations. Participant 

5 explained they feel caught enforcing policies that might cause harm or fail to fully support 

community needs: "we're dealing with an entity of bureaucracy that keeps making us the enforcers of 

policy and that's a very frustrating thing for me to always have to deal with the rigidity of a policy.” 

However, despite that rigidity, what also emerged was how communities were adapting existing 

policies to meet needs in their communities and, EMBC was also learning from community solutions 

and adapting the new ESS Program Guide to reflect grassroots ideas. One example of this was the 

recent inclusion of the ‘Community Navigator’ concept into the new (unpublished) ESS Program 

Guide. Rather than trying to fit First Nations perspectives into existing policies, Indigenous 

practitioners would also like to be part of the policy co-development process. 

Finally, related to the broader context and frameworks, participants offered ideas for how 

EMBC might make systemic change through the operationalizing of existing emergency management 

agreements. One participant suggested that while agreements have been signed, change is not 

necessarily occurring ‘on the ground’ at the service delivery levels in community. “When these 

organizations sign these declarations of cultural safety and humility, it needs to go beyond leadership, 
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it needs to trickle down to the people who are actually on the ground level” (Participant 2). The 

bilateral services agreement (ISC-EMBC), the Tripartite MOU (Canada-BC-FNLC) and the 

Declaration of Commitment to Cultural Safety and Humility in Emergency Management Services 

(EMBC-FNHA) were all mentioned at some point during these sessions and Participant 18 shared that 

there was confusion about what those agreements meant for communities. The following findings 

further explore how the ESS program might become more culturally safe and inclusive. 

4.1.2 Finding 2: ‘Cultural safety’ Defined 

The definitions of 'cultural safety' in Emergency Support Services were as diverse as the 

Indigenous Nations, communities and individuals across BC. However, participants described some 

common qualities and actions related to both the ESS system and those working within that system. It 

became clear that cultural safety needs to be practiced across the structural, systemic and service 

delivery spaces in emergency management (Greenwood, 2019). One participant shared that:  

We can’t treat cultural safety and humility like the new buzzword…we actually have to 

practice cultural safety and humility through these systems and part of that is, of course, is 

making sure that it’s free of racism and discrimination, but also really looking at that cultural 

humility piece…recognizing the lived realities of the individuals that are utilizing the services 

(Participant 2). 

ESS is the front line, service delivery level for people once they are evacuated, so practitioners must 

understand First Nations peoples’ realities and unique needs and practice cultural safety 

competencies. The themes under this finding include cultural safety competencies, actions and 

reflections on the connection to land. 
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Theme 1: Cultural Safety Competencies 

Cultural safety competencies show up in how practitioners lead themselves and the 

atmosphere that they create when interacting with others. This includes learning how Indigenous 

cultures influence how Indigenous people experience and view the world (and survive and thrive 

under different circumstances). Beyond the technical skills required to be an ESS responder (i.e. 

filling out forms) behavioural competencies “describe the behaviours, attributes, traits and motives 

that you demonstrate when doing a job” (Province of British Columbia, 2020a). Promoting and 

asserting organizational behavioural competencies aligned with the organization’s values is one way 

to shift values, attitudes and “help organizations in achieving business and strategic objectives”  

(Albino, 2018, p. 1). More specifically, cultural competence is defined by the U.S. Office of Minority 

Health as: “a set of congruent behaviors, attitudes, and policies that come together in a system, 

agency, or among professionals to facilitate effective work in cross-cultural situations” (Baba, 2013, 

p. 8). In the context of ESS, participants offered a number of behaviours and attitudes that might 

contribute to culturally safe interactions, including: communicate respectfully, accept silence, 

accompany and meet people where they are at, ask questions, listen, practice humility, self-awareness, 

reciprocity, patience, kindness, trust, and having an open mind and open heart. To that list, I also 

added having ‘open will’ which is described as “our ability to access our authentic purpose and self” 

(Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013, p. 41) which is an important practice in the interpersonal work of ESS. 

Participant 9 drew upon cultural and behavioural competencies to offer this definition of ‘cultural 

safety’:  

…a safe place to be who we are, free of judgment, free of arrogance. Humble, humility, 

kindness, respect for each other. That's what I grew up in. That's what I see is a direct result of 
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the culture that's been handed down on my maternal side for thousands of years. 

Kukwstsétsemc. 

Cultural safety was also defined by what it looks like in action. Participant 7 said to “acknowledge the 

knowledge Indigenous people have.” Participant 7 also described that Indigenous communities have a 

rich history of taking care of each other, which has been proven repeatedly since the Great Earthquake 

hit the Pacific Northwest in 1700. Honouring the roles that matriarchs, Elders, clans and leadership 

play in decision-making is also essential. That can look many ways, but a general rule passed on from 

an Indigenous participant who has been a long-standing ESS volunteer is, “Treat everyone like 

family” (Participant 7). This includes extending the utmost respect and tending to the needs of Elders 

because “if Elders aren’t comfortable, no one is comfortable” (Participant 12). During the needs 

assessment process, several participants pointed to the importance of meeting individuals and families 

where they are at and being “open to truly learning from evacuees what their needs are” (Participant 

17). This can be achieved by “accompanying what's best for evacuees based on the different cultural 

needs that would be developed by the community members and the leaders of those communities" 

(Participant 17). Finally, this theme was a recognition that this work begins with everyone across the 

ESS system cultivating the self-awareness to practice cultural safety.  

In situations like this, to be caring and thoughtful and helpful. [When] hearing stories and 

situations where emergencies are happening, express calmness. Everybody under the 

circumstances needs to understand that, yes, it's an emergency, but we have to take care of 

others and in order to do that, we have to take care of ourselves (Participant 1).  

Many ESS responders make so many personal, emotional and physical sacrifices to answer the call 

and support those who are most in need. Creating an ESS culture that embraces self-care and 
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responder wellness will support the integration of cultural safety practices and contribute to trust-

based relationships. 

Theme 2: Trust-based Relationships 

Underpinning definitions of cultural safety was a common theme of trust. Participants 

recommended that all responders, including ESS responders, establish trust-based relationships with 

Nations before, during, and after emergency events. Participant 8, who provides cultural safety 

training and has extensive experience with evacuee supports, suggested that before conducting 

business in a community to introduce yourself to Elders and the leadership. They stated that “whether 

it's an emergency or celebration or ceremony or whatever it is, you have to be invited, you have to be 

acknowledged, you have to have that trust to even be present" (Participant 8). Participant 18 also 

suggested that because each community is unique and "relationship depth, or cultural depth in each 

[situation] is a nearly impossible task, unless that's your community and your culture," that the best 

step that ESS responders can take is to "just ask." One guiding question that was offered by 

Participant 18 to help establish that trust-based relationship is to ask the evacuees, "how can I do this 

in a good way for you?” Listening and responding to the community, family, and individual needs is a 

gateway to trust. 

Theme 3: Connection to Land 

Finally, a key theme under the definition of ‘cultural safety in ESS’ was a recognition that even if 

people are not in imminent physical danger of an emergency event, they still might be deeply 

impacted emotionally, mentally and spiritually when there is an emergency on the landscape. To 

demonstrate how important this is to shifting mindsets in ESS, I have included two narratives that 

describe this connection: 
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● Acknowledging the land, having ESS workers acknowledge the connection to land is different 

with Indigenous communities versus non-Indigenous communities or people. New Canadians 

and I say that as anyone whose family has arrived here in the last couple hundred years, don't 

have the same connection to the land here. So when there's a fire, when there's a flood, when 

there's an earthquake, that impacts Indigenous people in a way that's different than the way it 

would impact other Canadians here. Sometimes it leaves a spiritual scar on our people and we 

need to acknowledge that as we go forward (Participant 7). 

● …making them leave their land or their space, that by itself is really overwhelming. When we 

had the forest fire up on the lake. We didn't evacuate people, but the emotional reaction of our 

Elders of the land burning, we ended up having to have circle talks about it. They had kind of 

just gathered the Elders, opened up the building and offered tea and coffee so they could come. 

Like we had Elders in tears. And we're mourning the loss of the medicine and the trees and the 

land... And not everybody felt that way. Not everybody had that same reaction, but certain 

people did, and it was it was really heartbreaking to watch. So [have] an understanding of the 

connection to the land, and the spaces that we’re evacuating from (Participant 15). 

These two narratives (which I intentionally left intact) demonstrate the interconnected, holistic 

worldview and deep connection to the land. Understanding what Indigenous people might be feeling 

when they are evacuated is foundational for culturally safe services and evacuation processes, further 

explored in Finding 3. 

4.1.3 Finding 3: Evacuation and Registration 

For the evacuee, culturally safe practices would improve the experience of receiving an 

evacuation order, relocating to a reception centre, and registering as an evacuee. Common themes 
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under this finding include keeping families together, creating familiar spaces, establishing Community 

Navigators, sharing information, and evacuee registration processes.  

Theme 1: Keep Families Together 

The issuance of evacuation alerts and orders is the responsibility of the First Nations or local 

government. In 2017 and 2018, wildfire events created situations where some family members were 

evacuated north, and others were evacuated south (Participant 7). One of the services that Emergency 

Support Services provides is family reunification; however, where possible, participants emphasized 

the importance of “keeping families together [because] the separation of families really triggers a lot 

of bad memories and community” (Participant 15). If keeping families together is not possible, 

creating communication supports would increase family connections and evacuee comfort (Participant 

15).  

Theme 2: Create Familiar Spaces 

The second theme was creating familiar spaces for evacuees. Participants shared that where 

possible, transforming reception centres into welcoming environments would support cultural 

continuity and improve evacuee comfort. One participant suggested this could be achieved by "pulling 

in the resources that are already in communities" (Participant 7), including Big Houses, Aboriginal 

Friendship Centre and the facilities in neighbouring First Nations communities. Transforming spaces 

that community members are already familiar with into reception centres adds a bit of comfort to an 

unsettling event. Participant 7 shared a story where an Indigenous community, when evacuated to 

Prince George in 2017, was able to use the local Friendship Centre instead of a City of Prince George 

facility: “They just left their community and came into a prebuilt community and having ESS there in 
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the Friendship Centre made such a difference in that evacuation scenario.” Creating familiar spaces 

can also be enhanced by including familiar faces. 

Theme 3: Community Navigators 

Participants shared wise practices related to establishing a “Community Navigator” (or 

“Liaison”) to accompany evacuees and act as a point of contact between the evacuated community 

and the host community or ESS team. Across the Okanagan, Interior and North-Central areas of BC, 

there were examples of this position helping with everything from the delivery of evacuation order 

notices, to welcoming and registering evacuees at reception centres and giving “voice to the 

community around what it was that they needed in order for the work to be effective” (Participant 18). 

The Community Navigator was someone known to the impacted community who could provide 

navigation of the various services that supported evacuees. They might also provide real-time 

feedback to ESS teams about how ESS could be adapted to meet community needs (which will be 

further covered in Finding 4). Another role that the community member might assist with is the 

sharing of information and updates.  

Theme 4: Information Sharing 

Information sharing during emergency events is a key function of a reception centre and 

Emergency Support Services. Clear, timely and accurate information eases some of the uncertainty 

experienced by evacuees. When welcoming Indigenous leaders into a reception centre, Participant 7 

said it is key ESS responders acknowledge that “communities recognize certain people as 

leaders...family heads, council, traditional leaders” and to support those leaders by getting information 

“out regularly or in a key place where people can feel like they’re informed about their community” 
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(Participant 13). Establishing information pathways was cited by Participant 7 as key to ensuring 

cultural safety is practiced during evacuations: 

We have our own systems for communicating with our families, for communicating with our 

communities. If you are able to meet with them [hereditary chiefs], give them the information 

and have them give it to their communities, that's a sense of normalcy…you're immediately 

leaning on systems that have 20,000 years of success with them (Participant 7). 

Information sharing is key before, during and after all phases of evacuation, especially during the 

registration process, which is often when ESS responders have the most one-on-one time to interact 

with evacuees. 

Theme 5: Registration Processes 

Participants also shared opportunities to make ESS registration more culturally safe because 

the current system might incite fear about privacy and the sharing of personal information. When 

there is an evacuation order, affected community members are encouraged to register for ESS. In 

ESS, there are two ways to register as an evacuee in order to receive services: 1.) paper-based 

registration forms filled out by someone with ESS training (often in a reception centre); or 2.) online 

self-registration through the Evacuee Registration & Assistance (ERA) tool. Common challenges 

expressed by participants included: the content of the registration forms, the requirement to complete 

the forms before services were provided, training and technology to perform registration, and matters 

of confidentiality (Participants 7, 9, and 15). Participant 15, who performs the ESS role (among 

several other positions) in their community said, “The thing that always comes to mind is the forms, 

and how many forms there are, and how overwhelming they are to show people in the event of an 

emergency, but also how intimidating they are to do them.” While some participants applauded the 

Province for the new digital registration system, others were cautious about accessibility and how in 
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“rural and remote communities that actually poses challenges for them, because they don't have 

internet access, or they might lose power easily or they just might not have the infrastructure or 

capabilities to run it digitally” (Participant 9). Regarding the registration process overall, the sharing 

of personal information with any level of government, including ESS responders, led to “fear around 

the registration process. Many of our community members worry that our registration forms are going 

to be shared with MCFD [Ministry of Children and Family Development]. They're worried that 

they're going to be shared with police services” (Participant 7). There was a general agreement that 

the registration process needs to support evacuee resilience rather than add further stress to the 

situation or be a barrier to receiving emergency support and services. 

4.1.4 Finding 4: Emergency Supports and Services 

This section covers specific supports and services that might enhance the experience of 

cultural safety for Indigenous evacuees. The provincial Emergency Support Services program has a 

fixed set of services (food, clothing, shelter, incidentals) that are eligible. Suggestions were made to 

shift to a needs-based program by giving evacuees the autonomy to use emergency funds allocated 

through electronic funds transfers (EFT) at their discretion, provided that other funding modalities 

were still available for those who did not have EFT set-up (Participant 2). Rather than ESS volunteers 

determining what an evacuee needs are, it is more culturally safe to honour evacuees’ abilities to 

determine what they need to be mentally, emotionally, physical and spiritual safe during an 

evacuation. Participant 17 described delivering ESS services by: “being flexible through alternatives, 

not just the checklist, not just the path to the easiest resistance, [to find] out what people truly need.” 

These needs are more than food, clothing, and shelter, they also include emotional support and 

cultural well-being not currently offered across the entire ESS system. This was best described by one 

participant who said:  
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I think when I look at that visual of wrapping around the individual or the human, or the 

community, I see so many things and considerations that go into that wrap-around. And I think 

equally as much as people need food, clothing and shelter. I think they also need, spaces of 

emotional support and cultural well-being. And there's a whole host of things that 

communities and individuals may need when they flee their home (Participant 21). 

The main themes that emerged under this finding include food, accommodations, language services, 

transportation, cultural supports and pets. 

Theme 1: Food 

“Traditional foods and medicine are important not only for Indigenous Peoples’ nutrition and 

health, but also to express culture and spirituality, and they are a way to connect with the land” 

(Fraser Health Authority, 2020). Healthy food was recognized through all sessions as key to evacuee 

care. This included accommodating people with diabetes and those who eat specific diets due to 

health challenges. Traditional foods and honouring the connection to the land were also highlighted as 

key to supporting cultural safety. Participant 11 provided an example from the Tk’emlups Powwow 

Grounds in 2017 when their Nation provided the Indigenous and non-Indigenous evacuees with 

salmon. They described how happy the Elders were when the salmon arrived and that “it 

wholeheartedly makes you a healthier person at a time when you're so stressed that regular food is just 

not nutritious enough to help your mind, body and soul when you're displaced” (Participant 11). 

Culturally safe food also needs to be paired with safe accommodations. 

Theme 2: Accommodations 

Exercising adaptability is key to accommodate the sheltering needs of Indigenous evacuees. 

Whether it is camping, cabins, commercial lodging or staying at someone's house, many ideas and 
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considerations about evacuee accommodations came forward through these sessions. Under this 

theme, one common topic was how important it was for communities to establish agreements with 

host communities if an entire community must be evacuated. One example from the summer of 2020 

was: 

The Penticton Indian Band had already made arrangements with the Westbank First Nation, that 

their people if evacuated would go directly up to Westbank First Nation and be cared for there. So 

again, that pre-planning and anticipating was really wonderful (Participant 5). 

Another positive example of this was the camping spaces provided at the Tk’emlups Powwow 

Grounds in 2017:  

They [Tk’emlups te Secwepemc] opened up their powwow grounds to other individuals who 

might be evacuating, and at the powwow grounds they offered…more traditional foods and 

traditional ceremony, and it was more like a community there rather than just putting people in 

hotels, or group lodging, and people were either able to camp there or they'd be able to go there 

for meals (Participant 9). 

While commercial lodging options are preferred, especially for vulnerable populations, sometimes 

there are not enough hotel rooms, so ESS teams establish group lodging facilities. The group lodging 

guidelines were viewed as “not appropriate” for Indigenous evacuees because group lodging facilities 

triggered memories of residential school environments (Participants 2 and 16). One alternative to the 

current ESS system is the establishment of culture camps which was partially described by one 

participant as: 

We have a food service truck, so we'll bring it out to the community and cook our traditional foods 

for the Elders and have them all in one spot with their families…So there's no hotels, there's no 

fast food, it's camping. Traditionally doing the culture camps that we normally do. Having the 
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group gatherings, having the drumming, having their traditional foods all in one area, in one of the 

communities where they feel safe, they feel protected. That gets rid of the racism and gets rid of 

the insecurities (Participant 12). 

Billeting (usually staying with friends or family) was also a preferred option, especially for Elders. 

While many people can make their own arrangements, one participant mentioned having a pre-

established, coordinated plan with a neighbouring community might help support continuity of care 

(Participant 5). If evacuees are billeting, it was also noted that it is important that billets have the 

resources they need to support evacuated families: “Other family members that have the 

accommodations take in…But again, it's the same factors of hydro, gas, electricity that gets eaten up 

quickly. Families will take care of families, but they do need that resource afterwards” (Participant 

14). Where commercial lodging is feasible, participants said ESS responders need to allocate an 

adequate number of rooms for family members (recognizing some family structures far exceed four 

people). Commercial lodging might contribute to feelings of isolation and increased family stress 

when too many family members are housed in one room (Participant 12). Utilizing common spaces in 

hotels or nearby facilities can help support positive social connections and well-being (Participant 15). 

One example from 2017 was when Elders were stranded in the Fraser Valley and housed at hotels:  

…even after the longhouses had served the meals, they opened up one of the large rooms 

downstairs in the hotels so that people could just go and visit there. And there was a call out to 

all of the First Nations communities and all of the Fraser Valley for their weavers, beaders, 

drummers, storytellers, and to me that was truly amazing to see that kind of rollout. We had 

gone to the hotel to sit in the big room just to visit (Participant 15). 
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The evacuees were transported to hotels in the Fraser Valley because their homes in BC’s Interior 

were impacted by the 2017 wildfires. Transportation during evacuation orders, while evacuated, and 

during re-entry is essential during emergency events. 

Theme 3: Transportation 

Transportation is important to preserving life in an emergency evacuation and preserving a 

sense of cultural continuity when community members are away from home. Sometimes evacuees are 

transported by busses from their home community into larger urban centres with no means of 

transportation after they are dropped off at their hotels. This was described by Participant 2 who said: 

“When I think of this, for ESS, I think of community members coming from really rural or remote 

communities and going into the ESS system…things might be difficult for them such as 

transportation.” Pre-planning appropriate and accessible transportation is key for both evacuation 

planning, and to support evacuees when they are displaced from their homes. Participant 14, who is 

also a Chief, stated that their rural community only has one road in-and-out and many people do not 

drive. Therefore, one of the components of their emergency plan is identifying drivers. “We would 

need to have those drivers available [and] either a bus coming in to evacuate us out, or to provide 

pickup for elderly and the special needs people,” said Participant 14. Once evacuated, transportation is 

also key to bring together evacuees for cultural continuity activities (i.e. meals, ceremony, activities) 

when they are geographically displaced. This contributes to cultural resilience.  

Theme 4: Cultural and Language Services 

A holistic approach to Emergency Support Services includes bringing in the spiritual, cultural, 

and emotional aspects of well-being into the work so often focused on physical safety. One participant 

shared an experience of helping evacuees affected by the 2016 Fort McMurray wildfires. Participant 8 
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said, “In our culture, we believe in the Creator, our First Nations people they always, you know, 

offered prayer in everything that they said and did during the day…it was always present.” Before 

they left Fort McMurray, Participant 8 also helped organize a Powwow Circle and Round Dance Feast 

for the Treaty 8 people before they returned home and “there were Elders present with us and then 

there were a couple of drum groups that came and helped ground people in prayer.” Participant 22 

shared success from 2017 and 2018 when Tsow-Tun Le Lum was brought to Prince George to 

provide cultural support. Participant 15 also cited that there is capacity in the community to provide 

cultural supports and shared: “I think acknowledging some of the traditional medicines and the 

traditional healers in that territory to ensure that there are they are a part of the ESS system that's 

going to be put in place.” As the ESS system evolves whereby some services are provided virtually 

(resulting in the loss of in-person connection), cultural support must also evolve. "It would be great to 

think about how we help create these spaces of cultural connection, cultural support and wellness 

through different virtual platforms,” said Participant 21. Another way to bring cultural supports into 

the ESS system is through language.  

Participant 8 shared that “there’s so much involved in our people being culturally safe. 

Knowing the language is probably the most important to me.” Having language services and 

interpreters fluent in local Indigenous languages supports community members and especially some 

of the Elders who might not speak English. Participant 9 said that if there is a language barrier, there 

needs to be “an easily accessed process to maneuver through that barrier all in a manner that makes 

your client feel special, welcome, respected and understood” (Participant 9). Suggestions included 

have Community Navigators provide translation services (Participant 12) and encouraging ESS teams 

to create reception centre signage in local traditional languages (Participant 7). Participant 12 

explained what this might look like in practice: 
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Having somebody from the community sitting at each table to welcome the members into the 

centers and to help speak because a lot of the Elders don't speak English and, you know, if 

they had somebody there that can help speak and help guide them through the paperwork and 

all that good stuff it would go a lot smoother, and they'd feel a little bit more comfortable. 

Participant 1 also encouraged ESS practitioners to learn words in local Indigenous languages to build 

cultural bridges, and “[bring] about the holistic approach and [bring] in the culture.” Based on how a 

community defines "culture," the types of cultural supports will shift, which is why participants 

emphasized the importance of a flexible ESS program that is driven by community needs. 

Theme 5: Pet and Animal Services 

“The human-animal bond is a mutually beneficial and dynamic relationship between people 

and animals that is influenced by behaviors essential to the health and wellbeing of both” (American 

Veterinary Medical Association, 2020). The human-animal bond is a key cultural component. 

Standing up a Pet Care Unit is recognized under the Operations Section of an ESS reception centre. 

This section is responsible for providing a safe and secure location to temporarily house domestic pets 

while evacuees are at the reception centre. ESS might also pre-plan and engage with organizations 

like the Canadian Disaster Animal Response Team (CDART) to provide pet care services. Participant 

3 shared: "My biggest thing when it comes to this…is the animals. I think that is one of the biggest 

problems in rural environment that we see is that, you know, people don't want to leave because of the 

animals and that becomes more problematic." Having these services in place would support evacuees' 

emotional and mental health. Livestock matters are coordinated through the local emergency 

operations centre (EOC), Ministry of Agriculture and EMBC’s Provincial Regional Emergency 

Operations Centre (PREOC). 
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4.1.5 Finding 5: Knowledge and Training 

Training and knowledge sharing were identified at each session as key to shifting towards a 

more culturally safe ESS system. Training cannot prepare ESS personnel for every situation so 

workers must remain flexible to the situation at hand. Participant 1 stated that while training is “really 

important”, that you have to “observe and respond, not just lead based on the experience and the 

training that practitioners have received.” This was echoed by Participant 4 who said, “it’s fantastic to 

have training, but then to really understand that each evacuation is different…What worked in one 

evacuation with one community might not work with the next.” Participant 4 added that while there 

might be similarities in each evacuation, it is important to practice “an open mind and an open heart 

and just being available to accompany evacuees.” It was also recognized that the ESS program has 

been taking steps to create cultural safety in ESS through recent Indigenous Relations Behavioral 

Competencies Workshops. While there were many ways to approach sharing knowledge and training, 

Participant 21 was clear that "it is truly a requirement of ESS to provide cultural safety and humility 

training." Under this finding, the key themes include training and capacity for ESS teams, ESS 

training and course evaluation, and community awareness of ESS.  

Theme 1: ESS Training 

Meaningful change requires meaningful training. Participant 22 described cultural safety 

training as “self-discovery and awareness,” and “learning about our unconscious biases and social 

conditioning that we’ve received through media, through movies.” Furthermore, it is the work of 

unpacking “blind spots.” This theme focusses on advancing knowledge with existing ESS team 

members, while also recruiting and training new ESS members. The more Indigenous ESS 

practitioners across the system, the more culturally safe the services will become. Training for 

existing ESS Team Members was described as formal (course work), experiential (applied), and 



CULTURAL SAFETY IN EMERGENCY SUPPORT SERVICES                                     111 

personal (self-awareness). Participant 6 described how important it is to have the humility to learn 

while working with Indigenous communities, and how important that learning is for honouring the 

self and others: 

Opportunities that come up may be uncomfortable for teaching and for learning—the more we 

can learn, or the more I can learn, the better able [I am] to share from a place of my truth. By 

recognizing and honouring my truth, then I can honour everybody's truth (Participant 6). 

Findings also included content for cultural safety training: 

Cultural safety to me is learning the true history of Canada and how it pertains…Canadian 

history didn't start in 1492. My most recent community at home was dug up was 15,000 years 

old so my history starts 10,000 years before that. So being aware of that difference and 

teaching that to all the ESS workers (Participant 7). 

Another recommendation was to establish cultural exchanges between communities because 

emergencies are also opportunities to learn about the culture of the people that you are working with 

(Participant 17). Indigenous and non-Indigenous ESS personnel and teams benefit from sharing and 

learning first-hand from one another in support of two-eyed seeing approaches to ESS. While cultural 

safety needs to be woven through provincial ESS training, it is also essential that local ESS teams 

increase awareness and understanding of local Indigenous histories and knowledge. Participant 7 

suggested that each ESS team member should have a write up on the “history and reality of the 

traditional territory that they are on” so “[they’re] not putting the onus on the Indigenous people to 

educate you because that gets exhausting.”  

Participants said that building local, trained ESS capacity is one of the greatest opportunities to 

create success at the community-level. Training ESS volunteers must start by recruiting individuals 

who are open to receiving the training. “I feel like [cultural safety] should be a fundamental core 
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requirement to volunteering, just as knowing CPR would be fundamental to a lifeguard. I feel like it's 

one in the same,” said Participant 21. The delivery of ESS training also needs to happen in 

community. Participant 12 said there is a need for “some training around ESS within the community 

so that when and if there’s an emergency, the faces at the front desk are familiar." Building trained, 

professional, and culturally competent ESS practitioners is key to transformative change across the 

ESS system. 

Theme 2: Evaluating ESS Training 

Reimaging training programs for ESS begins with understanding the current state of the 

curriculum and the instructors' cultural competencies. The Justice Institute of BC holds the primary 

contract to deliver Emergency Support Services training across BC. At the time of the research, there 

were no Indigenous ESS practitioners designing course content or facilitating the ESS courses. 

Participant 2 spoke to the importance of Indigenous responders evaluating courses that they have 

taken and expressed that the Justice Institute of BC's training was not “culturally relevant, and it 

doesn't really talk about the unique needs that First Nations might go through.” Another approach to 

course evaluation was to invite community leadership and Elders "to participate and provide comment 

to the components of the ESS training program," (Participant 8). Participant 8 mentioned that they 

brought in a variety of Indigenous and non-Indigenous community emergency management 

practitioners and Elders to take the course to evaluate the applicability of the content specific to their 

local context. Inviting the broader community to get involved with ESS is also one way to build 

capacity and raise awareness about the program.  
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Theme 3: Community Awareness 

The more community members who know what will happen during an evacuation, the better 

prepared they can become. Raising the awareness of ESS among the public will alleviate evacuees’ 

stress when they arrive at the reception centre. Calmer evacuees and responders support positive 

working relationships in ESS. Participant 15 said that “education inside the community around ESS 

and what the community members would expect when going into this kind of facility” would create 

more comfort with the system. It will also support responders’ continuous learning about the 

community’s needs in advance of an emergency event. ESS education is not only needed for those 

who will be delivering this system, but it is also required for those who might receive services. 

4.1.6 Finding 6: Planning and Preparedness 

Planning and preparedness activities are key to operationalizing all the themes that preceded 

this final finding. Creating plans that are inclusive of community-level needs might help Emergency 

Support Services practitioners feel prepared and confident that their efforts reflect the distinct needs 

of those they serve. Part of planning and preparedness is building capacity and relationships on ESS 

teams and between communities and responding agencies. This section's key themes include building 

relationships, representation and capacity, emergency management and evacuation planning, and 

personal preparedness.  

Theme 1: Building Relationships 

Unlike in response, in preparedness, practitioners have time to get to know their neighbours in 

advance of an emergency event. Participant 18 pointed to the EMBC-hosted First Nations Emergency 

Management Partnership Tables as a positive example of an event where communities could train 

together, build relationships, and work on regional emergency plans. Building trust is also incredibly 

important to support evacuees during a crisis, as Participant 8 shared: 
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Too many times in the past, you know, our people saw practitioners from different levels of 

government, from organizations that are coming to their communities without having 

introduced themselves or some people knowing them, some families knowing them so they 

need to be known in the community first of all because there's a distrust of outside systems, it's 

a part of our history, so that has to be done prior to anything (Participant 8). 

Building relationships is the foundation of effective emergency management. Within the historical 

context of colonialism, these cross-community and interagency relationships are important to provide 

the best support possible for evacuees. 

Theme 2: Representation and Capacity 

“I think the more in-house community members we can train the better because then they're 

not reliant on outsiders. I think that just by doing that it will be more culturally safe,” said Participant 

12. Recruiting and retaining Indigenous volunteers across the ESS program (at the service delivery, 

systemic and structural levels) would support the delivery of culturally safe services (Greenwood, 

2019). Partnerships with Indigenous support organizations might also bolster capacity where 

volunteer resources are limited. One example of a positive partnership is the building of relationships 

between some local government ESS teams and Aboriginal Friendship Centres. Participant 7 

promoted “building those relationships, getting the cross training, the Friendship Centres, learning 

what ESS is, and ESS learning what Friendship Centres are and what our urban Indigenous 

communities look like.” One recurring challenge is that Nations need the capacity to do this planning 

and capacity building work: 

It's difficult to make all of this happen without planning. And it's a struggle for us because 

coming back to the funding problem and part of it is, if you can't do the planning for this, it is 

challenging. I see non-Native organizations being able to put all this work into planning and 
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training, but we're not funded to do that, and this ESS Director person is not funded outside of 

an emergency either. So that's, that's a big challenge for us (Participant 10). 

First Nations communities have far fewer funded emergency management positions than their 

municipal counterparts (Participant 10). At the time of this report, there were fewer than 12 ISC-

funded emergency coordinators (and there are over 200 Nations) in British Columbia. Apart from a 

few communities where these positions are funded by the Nations, emergency management is mostly 

managed off the corner of someone's desk. Also, because the staff time to deliver ESS is not eligible 

for reimbursement (except the EOC ESS Branch Director position), First Nations communities cannot 

afford for their staff to divert from their other essential roles in the Nation to support evacuees. 

Theme 3: Emergency Management Planning 

Customizing ESS and emergency plans to meet community needs is a wise practice shared by 

many participants. Participant 15 shared, "We've kind of just taken the EM world and what they have 

given us to follow…and just adapted it as we've needed…changed it to how we needed it to work for 

us.” Adapting the program to meet local needs ensures plans respond to the true needs of community 

members. Pre-planning for small, medium, and large-scale events supports community readiness and 

increases evacuee resilience. Several participants identified challenges related to transporting 

community members (especially Elders and those with disabilities) out of the community when there 

is an emergency event and ensuring that everyone had a safe place to go—pre-planning can help with 

this (Participants 13 and 14). One emergency management practitioner said they have been working 

with four communities and have offered the following question in conversation: "What would it look 

like if one community had to be evacuated? Would we be able to evacuate them to the neighboring 

community or the next neighboring community, depending on what the disaster is?” (Participant 16). 

Bringing these questions to the broader community helps emergency managers customize emergency 
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plans that work for community members, while also encouraging community members to create 

personal and family preparedness plans. 

Theme 4: Personal Preparedness 

Working with community members to prepare custom emergency kits and grab-and-go bags / 

‘to-go kits’ supports evacuee comfort (Participants 6 and 15). “In to-go kits, what I'm noticing the 

Elders saying is that they're bringing their beads, they're bringing drums, those are being added into a 

basic list for to-go kits rather than just food and water,” said Participant 6. Evacuee preparedness is 

key, as is the personal preparedness of ESS responders. One participant shared:  

One of the teachings I really appreciate learning from the Lekwungen Nations here is that 

importance of taking care of our spirit first, before we do that work and how much easier it is 

to do the stuff that needs to be done when we first taken that that time to take care of our spirit 

individually, collectively (Participant 22). 

Participant 1 also made a similar comment: “…you can't help others unless you take care of yourself.” 

Practicing self-care and ensuring responders’ families are cared for supports ESS responders in 

showing up with open hearts and minds to serve others. 

Chapter Summary 

 This chapter highlighted six key findings and the associated themes under those findings. 

Overall, I found that participants were solution-driven and keen to use the Circle Way sessions to 

share wise practices with other participants. I organized the findings in a manner that reflected the 

data analysis process, and in such a way they were practical to present back to the partner 

organization. There were some outliers to the themes that were only mentioned once, including: 

"where possible to ensure that services are provided in an environmentally sustainable way (i.e. stop 

using plastic water bottles)" (Participant 7), and I purposefully did not include topics around 
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ambulance services, or other emergency supports that fell outside the scope of Emergency Support 

Services. I found that many topics fit under multiple categories, so I chose the category that best fit. 

This discovery itself revealed the interconnected, interrelated nature of these findings, which is why 

one of the conclusions is to create a holistic, overarching framework for integrating cultural safety in 

ESS. 

4.2 Study Conclusions  

In this section, I present six conclusions, based on the findings in this research project, the 

literature, and the organizational realities at EMBC. The primary research question was: How might 

emergency management practitioners braid cultural safety and a respect, honouring and celebration 

of Indigenous traditional knowledge, and community-based practices into ESS training and 

practices? The six conclusions are: 

• ESS needs a cultural safety framework; 

• Cultural safety needs to be an outcome of ESS practices; 

• Engage familiar faces; create familiar spaces; 

• Flexible, adaptable, wrap-around supports and services; 

• Expand culturally safe and relevant ESS training and transform ESS teams into learning 

organizations; and, 

• Plan, prepare and build relationships 

Each conclusion is further described in the next six sections and then summarized with answers to the 

research questions at the end of the section. 
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4.2.1 Conclusion 1: ESS needs a cultural safety framework 

While the Provincial ESS team publishes the ESS program guide and policies, this research 

project revealed the program might benefit from working with Indigenous partners to co-develop, co-

implement and co-evaluate an overarching cultural safety in ESS framework. This conclusion stems 

from findings in the literature review (which pointed to several existing frameworks in New Zealand, 

Australia and Canada, including the First Nations Health Authority and the Canadian Red Cross) and 

feedback from participants who shared the need for a cohesive path forward. In Finding 1, participants 

spoke to the need to recognize existing agreements (including the Declaration of Commitment to 

Cultural Safety signed by EMBC and FNHA), the social determinants of health, and the historical, 

cultural, and rights-based contexts frame the delivery of Emergency Support Services. A foundational 

framework is currently lacking to knit these concepts and commitments together within ESS. Without 

a unifying framework, the path forward will be fragmented across First Nations, the provincial 

government, local governments, and support agency efforts. The most successful (and relevant) 

framework I could find was from the First Nations Health Authority. The First Nations Health 

Authority in BC is leading a province-wide systems transformation, as noted in Section 1.2. I also 

learned that systems thinking principles are helpful tools to ensure that everyone is involved who 

needs to be involved, and positive change occurs across the multiple layers of the system. In the Fifth 

Discipline, Senge (2006) promoted systems thinking to foster learning organizations that are prepared 

to adapt across broad contexts and multiple dimensions, including the: 

● Spiritual: Ability to see and articulate what will benefit diverse people over time; 

● Emotional: Ability to master our emotions in service of a higher purpose; 

● Physical: Ability to bring people together and enable them to collaborate; and, 
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● Mental: Ability to recognize how our individual and collective thinking affects the results we 

want. (Stroh, 2015, p. 17) 

These dimensions are not only helpful for designing a framework, but they also align with working in 

a culturally safe way that respects Indigenous values. Systems analysis is key to transform ESS teams 

into learning organizations prepared to provide “place-based” or “whole systems approach” results by 

“moving away from the siloed structures and programmatic measures of success” and rather listening 

deeply and strengthening partnerships on behalf of shared strategies and goals (Stroh, 2015, p. 63). 

This approach aligns with the international emergency management Sendai Framework for Disaster 

Risk Reduction, which promotes an ‘all-of-society’ approach to increase community disaster 

resilience through interagency and cross-community collaboration amongst all who play a role in 

supporting those impacted by emergency events (United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction, 

2015). 

4.2.2 Conclusion 2: Cultural safety needs to be an outcome of ESS practices 

While definitions of "cultural safety" varied, some common behavioural competencies and 

practices might benefit all people who deliver or receive Emergency Support Services. From what I 

heard from participants, cultural safety was defined as creating safe spaces, free from discrimination, 

where Indigenous people, families and communities can continue practicing their culture even when 

displaced. This is achieved when ESS practitioners accompany evacuees with humility, open 

listening, kindness, compassion and respect, and consideration for self and others' mental, emotional, 

physical, spiritual and cultural well-being. Working in cross-cultural ways requires a "two eyed seeing 

approach" that honours and upholds both Indigenous and Western ways of knowing. This definition 

of cultural safety in ESS aligned with existing definitions of cultural safety found across the literature 

including where 'unsafe practices' were defined as "any actions that diminish, demean or disempower 
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the cultural identity and well-being of an individual" (Cooney, 1994 as cited by Brascoupe & Waters, 

2009, p. 6). The definition presented in the study also aligned with the First Nations Health 

Authority's framing of cultural safety as an outcome and result of systems that acknowledge power 

dynamics and embrace cultural humility practices.  

When participants described what cultural safety looked like in action, it was described by phrases 

like "meet people where they are at" and "accompanying what’s best for evacuees based on the 

different cultural needs.” This approach overlapped with how Jessica Ball defined cultural safety as 

“respectful engagement that supports many paths to well-being” (2017). Based on experiences 

interviewing the Assin’skowitiniwak (Rock Cree) community of Pelican Narrows in Saskatchewan, 

Poole (2019) concluded that strengths-based culturally safe policies would improve evacuation 

experiences. Cultural safety also involves the transfer of decision-making power to Indigenous 

communities. However, as noted by a participant in BC, while that transfer is welcomed, First Nations 

communities also need the financial and personnel resources to plan, respond and recover from 

emergency events (Participant 10). Finally, integrating cultural safety into the ESS system "can help 

attune governmental and non-governmental organizations to the people they govern and serve" 

(Brascoupé and Waters, 2009, p. 10). This 'attuning' is essential to realize the BC Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples, the EMBC-FNHA Declaration of Commitment to Cultural Safety, and 

respond to the findings shared in the BC after-action review reports from 2017 and 2018 (Abbott & 

Chapman, 2018) This conclusion confirms that cultural safety needs to become an outcome in ESS. 

The following conclusions speak to how that might happen.  

4.2.3 Conclusion 3: Engage familiar faces; create familiar spaces 

Two of the greatest leverage points to influence culturally safe evacuation outcomes are 

engaging community representatives and setting up familiar spaces to welcome and house evacuees. 
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In the initial stages of the evacuation and registration, Indigenous participants in British Columbia 

echoed much of what was shared by Poole (2019), who presented experiences of the 

Assin'skowitiniwak (Rock Cree) community of Pelican Narrows in Saskatchewan. During evacuation 

events, participants in both studies spoke to the importance of keeping families together, clarifying 

jurisdictional roles and responsibilities, maintaining open communication, and engaging community 

members to assist the Red Cross (or in BC, Emergency Support Services). Similar to the 'Community 

Navigator' position promoted by participants in BC, in Saskatchewan participants also spoke to the 

need for the evacuee support organizations to "work in tandem with local people in a more effective 

way to improve evacuation experiences" (Poole, 2019, p. 75). Pelican Narrows participants' 

experiences with the Red Cross were similar to some of the sentiments of distrust and hesitation 

shared by participants in British Columbia (Participant 12).  

I know myself and I know a lot of First Nations gentlemen, their pride, it is pretty hard to go in 

there and you know, ask for assistance. So if we can make it easier for them and make them 

feel more respected…that emotional and that mental support, I think it would be a lot easier 

for them to get through those situations (Participant 12). 

Engaging someone familiar to community members might contribute to creating a welcoming 

environment for evacuees in support of emotional and mental well-being. An Elder from Pelican 

Narrows also recommended using a 'Jordan's principle' approach to emergency services (Poole, 2019, 

p. 60), which echoed comments made by a participant in BC who stated that services should be 

delivered to evacuees first and then the paperwork dealt with afterward (Participant 15). 

Establishing reception centres that can be made to feel familiar to evacuees is a wise practice 

shared by emergency management and health care academics and practitioners. These facilities might 

be based in non-impacted, neighbouring Indigenous communities (e.g. Tk'emlups te Secwepemc or 
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the Prince George Friendship Centre hosting evacuees in 2017), or be established based on Indigenous 

values (i.e. the Māori welfare centres established after the 2010 earthquake (Yumagulova et al., 

2019)). Designating spaces for spiritual and cultural practice supports culturally safe services, further 

described in the next conclusion. 

4.2.4 Conclusion 4: Flexible, adaptable, wrap-around service delivery 

While the ESS program has a set list of eligible services (food, clothing, shelter, incidentals, 

emotional supports), flexibility and adaptability are key to ensure that those services are delivered in a 

wrap-around way that is culturally safe and inclusive. As outlined in the social determinants of health 

(Section 2.1), several factors influence how someone experiences health and safety and, therefore, 

influences what someone's needs might be during an emergency event. Participants spoke to the 

tension between "dealing with an entity of bureaucracy [EMBC] that keeps making us the enforcers of 

policy and…yet the need for flexibility in how we assist people and how we support them" 

(Participant 5). As an arm of the provincial government, fiscal accountability measures need to be in 

place by EMBC; however, there is an opportunity to have an ongoing, collaborative dialogue with 

Nations to determine what services are made eligible and how those services are delivered. For 

example, one participant mentioned how ceremonies support evacuees impacted in Fort McMurray in 

2016, and those activities align with "services that promote 'cultural resilience' including "spirituality, 

traditional activities, traditional languages, and traditional healing" (Poole, 2019, p. 56). Cultural 

resilience is a key outcome of cultural humility and safety practices. 

Furthermore, all evacuee support agencies (including ESS, ISC, FNHA, Red Cross) need to 

come together to provide wrap-around support to evacuees. There are already examples of this 

happening, but community representatives asked that roles and responsibilities could be further 

clarified (a common issue in Poole's 2019 thesis as well). Moving to a 'wrap-around' support model or 
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'every door is the right door' approach for evacuee care was a key overarching theme that emerged 

through this work, especially because ESS involves so many support organizations. Participants 

recommended that agencies ensure that they are: 1.) requested and invited into the community and, 2.) 

they are working in close collaboration with community leaders and other agencies. Participant 21 

asked that all agencies strive to "work together so that no community, leader or evacuee ever feels 

stressed out about making a decision that's best for their community." When partners come together to 

collaborative support community-driven solutions, cultural safety is more easily realized. 

4.2.5 Conclusion 5: Expand culturally safe and relevant training, and transform ESS 

teams into learning organizations  

Participants advocated that culturally relevant and culturally safe ESS training be made 

available to all responders and evaluated by Indigenous emergency management practitioners. Further 

efforts could also be made to make ESS teams learning organizations. Peter Senge described a 

learning organization as:  

…organizations where people continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly 

desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration 

is set free, and where people are continually learning to see the whole together (1990, p. 3). 

To create a learning organization, investments need to be made across the system (including those 

who support, deliver, and receive services) to increase cultural safety competencies and capabilities. 

The recommendations section outlines how this might be achieved. Without nurturing a culture of 

continuous learning and expanding awareness to see "the whole," responders might struggle to 

cultivate the connections and creativity required to serve evacuees' emerging needs. This conclusion 

stemmed from participant feedback that training cannot prepare ESS personnel for every situation, so 

workers must remain flexible to the situation at hand. One participant stated that while training is 
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"really important," that you have to "observe and respond, not just lead based on the experience and 

the training that practitioners have received” (Participant 4). Poole wrote that “cultural safety does not 

require that people providing assistance know everything about the culture of those they are assisting; 

rather it necessitates that the care provider recognizes and respects the differences of any person" 

(2019, p. 83). This conclusion builds on that statement by advocating that EMBC continue delivering 

Indigenous Relations and Behavioural Competency training to responders while also encouraging 

responders across the ESS system to learn about what cultural safety might look like in their local 

context. This learning is supported by building relationships and practicing humility, so each 

evacuation is framed as an opportunity to learn about community needs, rather than approach the 

event with a preconceived notion of what the needs might be. By practicing two-eyed seeing and 

humility, open listening, kindness, compassion and respect, ESS teams might gain the qualities of 

learning organizations. Indigenous responders are also best positioned to evaluate current and future 

training material for its cultural relevancy and safety. All future ESS curriculum might benefit from 

being co-developed with Indigenous partners. Finally, part of cultivating a learning organization is 

increasing the beneficiaries' knowledge about the program's services. Increasing community 

awareness about the ESS system also dismantles the power dynamic between responders and 

evacuees. Further planning and preparedness considerations are outlined in the next conclusion. 

4.2.6 Conclusion 6: Plan, prepare and build relationships 

Promoting personal preparedness and building interagency / inter-community relationships is 

essential to increase disaster and cultural resilience. Indigenous communities also need ESS resources 

and the capacity to build relationships and develop ESS teams and plans. The most unifying theme 

across the health and emergency management literature was the importance of developing 

relationships between response organizations and Indigenous communities in advance of an 
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emergency event. Poole cited that many issues might have been prevented if the community was 

involved with planning efforts (2019), and this was echoed in the works of other scholars and the 

themes that emerged in the 2017/2018 after action reviews. The transfer of responsibilities to the 

Indigenous-led, community-driven and Nation-based First Nations Health Authority is an example of 

an organization co-developing and planning services that respond to the needs of those they serve. I 

concluded that relationship-building is the most important area of focus in preparedness. As one 

participant mentioned, without pre-established relationships no work can continue. Creating regional 

ESS plans might help bridge relationships and help Emergency Support Services practitioners feel 

prepared and confident that the work that they are doing truly reflects the distinct needs of those they 

serve. While Nations are financially supported to increase capacity during an emergency response, 

resources also need to be made available to support the planning and preparedness side. Capacity 

resources in both local government and First Nations need to be in place to build and sustain positive 

relationships that have great potential to influence the way evacuees experience an emergency event.  

4.2.7 Chapter Summary 

The previous six sub-sections served to answer the primary research question. In this 

concluding sub-section, I also answer the sub-questions that guided this research project and have 

answered the questions to my best ability based on what I heard from participants, the partner 

organizations and what I discovered in the literature review. 

● How is ‘cultural safety’ defined by Indigenous people in the context of Emergency Support 

Services? 

o Cultural safety is defined as creating safe spaces, free of discrimination, where 

Indigenous people, families and communities can continue practicing their culture even 

when displaced. ESS practitioners accompany evacuees with humility, open listening, 
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kindness, compassion, respect, and consideration for themselves and others' mental, 

emotional, physical, spiritual, and cultural well-being. 

● What do Emergency Support Services practitioners require in order to accompany evacuees in 

a culturally safe way?  

o Emergency Support Services responders require supports to shift behaviours through 

cultural safety and humility training, capacity funding, flexible guidelines and policies 

to empower them to meet community needs, strategic leadership from EMBC on the 

implementation of the recommendations and actions from this report, and opportunities 

for collaboration and relationship building. 

● What might ESS pre-planning and readiness look like for integrating cultural safety into ESS?  

o Pre-planning and readiness begins by recognizing the capacity and capabilities that 

exist in the community and then building plans and forming agreements to enhance 

that capacity. This might include agreements with agencies or neighbouring 

communities, establishing local ESS teams, learning about the local population's 

distinct needs, signing up suppliers or vendors to provide services, and promoting 

personal preparedness education and activities. Training, knowledge sharing, and 

building relationships with Indigenous leaders in advance of an emergency are wise 

practices. 

● How would people know that EMBC and ESS were committed to integrating cultural safety in 

ESS? 

o Indigenous communities are best positioned to assess ESS/EMBC’s commitment to 

integrating cultural safety. Some indicators might include: the number of ESS teams 

established in First Nations communities, the number of Indigenous ESS practitioners 
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on municipal teams or on the Mobile Support Team, engaging First Nations on the 

development of all policies and guidelines, implementation of DRIPA, seeing EMBC 

staff in-community, EMBC staff modelling culturally safe behaviour (including 

language), the number of Indigenous community members taking ESS training or 

serving in ESS leadership positions. 

While section 4.2 aimed to present the study conclusions as I understand them, the final 

section in this chapter explores the scope and limitations of my inquiry. 

4.3 Scope and Limitations of the Inquiry  

One limitation of this study is that I recognize that the care of those affected by a disaster 

comes in many forms across BC and that this is just a sampling of perspectives. Another potential gap 

in the study was my choice not to focus on interviewing evacuees themselves. While some 

practitioners also carried the experience of being evacuated from their homes, I chose not to seek out 

evacuees' stories to protect psychological safety. This study intended to harvest wise practices from 

practitioners across the system to inform a systems change process. 

When I started planning this research project in January 2020, we were not in the midst of a 

global pandemic, and I had hopes of conducting the research sessions in-person at the six spring First 

Nations Emergency Management Partnership Tables and at the Northern Emergency Support Services 

Training Conference in April 2020. In mid-March 2020, I paused my Royal Roads research for two 

months because I could not balance my role in the COVID-19 pandemic response at EMBC with my 

role as a student-researcher (however, I did continue to maintain my learning journal during this 

time). COVID-19 not only strained my availability to work on this project, but it also affected my 

thesis supervisor, inquiry team members and participants' availability. In mid-May, I shifted my 

research proposal and approach to an online platform (Zoom) and identified a select list of about 40 
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participants from across the province whom I knew had a connection to this work. Shifting to online 

meant that I had to stick to the time frame (2-hours) because I knew people had meetings immediately 

before and after the session (whereas in-person, there would be more flexibility to adjust agendas and 

allow more fluidity and open conversation as part of the Circle Way Practice). I sent out a Doodle Poll 

in August to ask participants about which weeks in September / October worked best for them and 

organized the sessions around their availability, recognizing that most participants were also still 

running their community emergency operations centres for COVID-19, and I was still working full-

time. No time worked for everyone, but I went with the three most popular time slots and made 

myself available for one-on-one interviews. It was a steep learning curve to learn how to use Zoom. I 

originally sent the calendar invites out with USA dial-in numbers, so I had to resend the dial-in 

coordinates to reflect Canadian area codes—I was grateful that another Royal Roads student helped 

me set-up the Zoom settings to meet the data collection ethical standards. While the online platform, 

in some ways, made it convenient to gather, it did limit the human connection in circle practice. I also 

had challenges with receiving consent forms and confirming participants in advance of the sessions. 

Only some participants returned the form in advance, so I adapted by reading through the consent 

form at the beginning of the session and confirming consent. This worked from an ethical standpoint 

but took time away from the dialogue and detracted from the shared leadership environment by 

highlighting the researcher-participant dynamic. I also had two instances where the Zoom recordings 

stopped before the end of the interviews with two 'member-checking' one-on-one follow-up 

interviews. I took notes during and immediately following these sessions but chose not to use any 

direct quotes because I did not have the audio to back-up the statements. In each group session, some 

people showed up who did not RSVP, while others did not show up who did RSVP. I was advised by 

an inquiry team member that I should have only sent the Zoom to those who RSVP'd, but in 
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retrospect, I felt that everyone was there who was meant to be there and what was shared was meant 

to be shared. If I were to do this again, I would have organized my inquiry team (co-hosts and 

technology support) a few weeks earlier as I felt rushed orienting them to the project and that I could 

have supported their participation in a better way. Each of the three sessions required a pre-meeting, 

and quick post-session debrief to capture lessons learned. Finally, one of the trickiest pieces for me 

was adapting to Indigenous protocol using an online environment. I originally intended to have thank 

you cards and homemade smudge sticks for each participant as a small gift of gratitude for their time, 

but shifting to online required for me to ask for addresses to ship, and only one participant and one 

inquiry team member shared their address with me. Once this thesis is defended and approved, I will 

also share it back with participants and the inquiry team.  
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Chapter 5: Inquiry Implications 

“Culture provides protection and security, a buffer from trauma,” Dr. Laurence Pearce 

(Mihychuk, 2018, p. 22). 

This chapter highlights the findings from a 'Help It Happen' meeting with the Emergency 

Support Services and EMBC colleagues. The meeting included a presentation and prioritization 

exercise of all the initial findings and related actions. This meeting served to turn the project over to 

EMBC staff; however, I intend continue supporting this work as/when I am available. 

5.1 Study Recommendations  

This section provides four key recommendations that respond to the research question: How 

might emergency management practitioners braid cultural safety and a respect, honouring and 

celebration of Indigenous traditional knowledge, and community-based practices into ESS training 

and practices? In alignment with EMBC-FNHA’s Declaration of Commitment to Cultural Safety in 

Humility, I based these recommendations on the First Nations Health Authority's Cultural Safety and 

Humility Key Drivers and Ideas for Change. Each recommendation is presented in the recommended 

order of completion. These recommendations are supported by a series of recommendations and 

change actions which can be found in Appendix A. The recommendations are as follows and build 

upon Greenwood’s framework where effective cultural safety system change requires effort and 

alignment at the service delivery, systemic and structure levels (Greenwood, 2019): 

1.) Co-create a cultural safety in ESS Champions Table (service delivery level) 

2.) Co-develop an ESS cultural safety framework (systemic level) 
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3.) Co-draft a policy statement which outlines the cultural safety competencies and actions 

that could be formally adopted across the ESS system (structural level) 

4.) Co-produce and monitor a cultural safety in ESS transformative change plan (structural 

level) 

5.1.1 Co-create a cultural safety in ESS Champions Table 

At the service delivery level, Indigenous perspectives must shape the ESS program's future, 

including implementing recommendations in the framework and beyond. Therefore, my first 

recommendation is for EMBC to co-create a cultural safety in ESS Champions Table with Indigenous 

and local government community representatives (including Elders, leadership and Emergency 

Management practitioners) and Indigenous support agencies (BC Association Aboriginal Friendship 

Centres, Metis Nation BC, First Nations Health Authority, First Nations Emergency Services Society, 

Indigenous Services Canada, and the Canadian Red Cross). This Champions Table might take a 

whole-of-community approach to oversee the planning, implementation and evaluation of cultural 

safety in the ESS system. The Table would co-develop their terms of reference and might choose to 

act on some or all of the change ideas presented in this thesis. Those who sit on this Champions Table 

might be representatives who can create a shared vision and inspire action across the ESS system.  

5.1.2 Co-develop an ESS cultural safety framework  

Co-developing an ESS cultural safety framework might support systemic change in the 

program. Recognizing that ESS's mandate intersects with many existing agreements and across 

several jurisdictions, there is an immediate need to co-develop an ESS cultural safety framework to 

provide structure and knit together the various efforts into a unified, strategic path forward. Co-

developing an ESS cultural safety framework might include recognizing historical and cultural 

contexts and the social determinants of health. It could also show how this work intersects with 
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existing emergency management agreements (the bi-lateral and tripartite emergency management 

services agreements) and the Declaration of Commitment to Cultural Safety in Emergency 

Management signed between FNHA and EMBC. Aligning this framework with the Declaration of 

Commitment would support senior leaders’ overarching goals to promote cultural safety in emergency 

management by creating a climate for change, engaging, educating and enabling, and implementing 

and sustaining change (FNHA, 2019). Furthermore, this framework would have a rights-based, 

distinctions-based foundation grounded in the BC Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

Act, the Métis Nation Relationship Accord II, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission Calls to 

Action, the Union of BC Municipalities and the Province of British Columbia MOU on the Local 

Government Participation in the New Relationship with First Nations in BC, and the Draft Principles 

that Guide the Province of British Columbia’s Relationship with Indigenous Peoples. With support 

from the Champions Table, the overarching framework would provide the strategic guidance required 

for transformative systems change across the Emergency Support Services system. 

5.1.3 Co-draft a cultural safety in ESS policy statement  

Structural change and support from organization leaders is essential to support the systemic 

and service delivery efforts of providing culturally safe Emergency Support Services. EMBC is 

mandated to provide ESS program guidance, policy direction and oversight. As the lead coordinating 

agency, this puts EMBC in the most strategic position to influence change across the system 

(including at the Nation and local government levels). Co-drafting a cultural safety in ESS policy 

statement which outlines the vision, competencies, practices and recommendations that could be 

formally adopted across the ESS system (First Nations, local governments, support agencies) is one 

way that the framework might be operationalized. Champions Table members might draft the policy 

statement and present it to senior leaders at EMBC, ISC, FNHA and the Canadian Red Cross for their 
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review, sign-off and endorsement (see Appendix A). I recommend that EMBC create a policy that 

would also be tie to EMBC Policy 5.03 (Evacuee Living Assistance) and the ESS Program Guide. 

Local authorities have autonomy over how they deliver evacuee services; however, if they choose to 

opt into the provincial ESS program (which most do), EMBC will provide support to ensure that the 

delivery of services is culturally safe. Local governments and First Nations will be encouraged to 

adopt the cultural safety in ESS policy commitment within their own emergency programs and ESS 

teams. The benefit of adopting the policy statement is that it shows good faith and a commitment to 

serve all British Columbians in a way that is culturally safe, inclusive, and free from discrimination. 

ESS support organizations could also adopt this policy statement. This policy statement would serve 

as a 'north star' for all those involved with evacuee care and support. The policy statement might unite 

efforts and provide practical, achievable actions that could be further supported by a cultural safety in 

ESS transformative change plan. 

5.1.4 Co-produce and monitor a Cultural Safety in ESS Transformative Change Plan 

A Cultural Safety in ESS Transformative Change Plan could encompass cultural safety and 

humility recommendations and provide the structural support required to effectively implement and 

monitor a systems change process. Based on what I have learned through this project and the FNHA 

Cultural Safety and Humility Key Drivers and Ideas for Change document (FNHA, 2020), I 

recommend the plan be organized by primary drivers (“key enablers that evidence shows we need to 

address in order to reach out goal”), secondary drivers (“actions we can take to successfully 

implement primary drivers”) and “change ideas” (more specific ideas, based on best or emerging 

practices that support the secondary drivers”) (FNHA, 2020, p.4). For this study, I organized the 

primary drivers, secondary drivers, and change ideas in the table in Appendix A. The Change Idea 

tables were prioritized based on the level of ‘impact,’ and ‘effort’ provided through a ‘Help It 
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Happen’ meeting with 10 Emergency Management BC staff. At this meeting, EMBC staff reviewed 

and evaluated the recommendations and wise practices I discovered through the research.  

I also learned that some recommendations were already being implemented or will be rolled 

out in the new ESS Program Guide. For example, I was pleased to learn that since the study took 

place, the EMBC ESS team has adopted a new approach in the ESS Program Guide called the 

MEMPS Principles whereby:  

ESS responders need to provide supports to meet immediate needs in the most efficient, 

economical, effective and safe method possible (MEMPS). Responders must use the MEMPS 

Principle when choosing support options.  

- Most Efficient (means possible) - simplest, quickest way to provide service to meet the 

needs of affected persons and ESS responders. 

- Most Economical - exercise due diligence and consider the most cost-effective way of 

spending public money. 

- Most Effective - best way to meet the objective of preserving the safety and wellbeing 

of people affected by an emergency.  

- Safe – providing culturally safe and compassionate resources to all human beings” 

(EMBC, 2020). 

I was encouraged by this shift in approach, and I have included the MEMPS Principle in this section 

as a key change idea that applies to all the primary and secondary drivers (see Appendix A). 

This section outlined four key recommendations which are further supported by a series of 

primary drivers, secondary drivers and change ideas (Appendix A). By creating action in cultural 

safety concepts, partnerships and capacity, supports and services, planning and preparedness, cultural 

safety in ESS might be realized. Finally, this work is underpinned by transforming ESS teams into 
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learning organizations, where teams harness the power of creativity, collaboration and self-awareness 

to achieve incredible results in high-stress and highly skilled circumstances. This section's 

recommendations were made possible by the insights shared by participants and EMBC staff who 

reviewed the initial findings and draft recommendation report. This process is outlined in the next 

section. 

5.2 Organizational Implications 

After the group research sessions concluded on September 11, 2020, I began drafting a 

recommendation report. While I worked on the draft report, I also conducted one-on-one interviews, 

which helped me validate and dive deeper into the topics that emerged through the initial data 

analysis. I finalized the first draft recommendation report on September 22, 2020, and presented it to 

10 EMBC Emergency Support Services, Planning, and Strategic Partnerships staff on September 23, 

2020. The quick turnaround time was because the ESS team was tasked to release a new version of 

the ESS Program Guide, and they wanted to incorporate any 'quick wins' or concepts from this 

research. 

I structured a two-hour 'Help-it-Happen Meeting' using Mentimeter and a Microsoft Teams 

online meeting platform. I created a PowerPoint that covered the study conduct and background 

before moving theme by theme through the presentation, allowing participants to plot each action item 

based on their perception of the 'impact' and 'effort' of each action (Appendix I). I also allowed time 

after each theme for the participants to type in any additional actions, questions, or context they would 

like to add, which created additional data for this thesis.  

Over the next couple of months, I wrote the first draft of this thesis, which allowed me to 

further process, analyze, and organize the recommendations based on the literature and wise practices 

from other organizations. My goal was to streamline and prioritize the study results so that EMBC had 
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a clear path forward to create change. I received positive feedback and enthusiasm from the EMBC 

ESS team and, during the month of October, was invited to give the first presentation on cultural 

safety in ESS to all the EMBC Regional Managers who support ESS teams across the province. I was 

also invited to speak to cultural safety in emergency management to provincial flood response 

personnel (where I shared Jessica Bell's Cultural Safety Principles, grounded in an emergency 

management context), and one of the regional districts reached out to me for advice on how they 

might bridge relationships with First Nations to make ESS more culturally safe. My experience was 

that organizational leaders at Emergency Management BC were excited to receive the initial findings 

and practical action steps. The Director of Emergency Support Services expressed gratitude for the 

study and advised that their small team would need additional staffing capacity to support the 

implementation of these actions (personal communication, J. Walker, September 23, 2020). I have 

proposed that an additional position be added to EMBC to support a.) EMBC ESS staff with the 

integration of cultural safety across their areas of responsibility, b.) to sit on the Champions Table and 

support the creation of a Cultural Safety in ESS framework, policy statement, and Transformative 

Change Plan, c.) to act as a subject matter expert to support EMBC Operations, First Nations, local 

governments and partner agencies with the integration of cultural safety in ESS and, d.) to work with 

EMBC’s Director of Strategic Integration of Cultural Safety and Humility to promote cultural safety 

across the emergency management field of practice. 

A potentially challenging implication of this study is that EMBC leaders must choose which 

recommendations to implement, based on staffing capacity and organizational priorities. The systemic 

challenge is that true systems change requires buy-in from across the system, including at the local 

and regional levels. Therefore, I have proposed a unifying framework and the co-creation of a policy 

statement that can be adapted across the system to support whole-of-society change. I also recognize 
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that engaging Indigenous emergency management practitioners and support organizations might have 

created some expectation that EMBC will complete some or all the actions proposed in this report. 

ESS is a shared responsibility with change opportunities across the system (Appendix A). There is 

also an immediate opportunity for practitioners across EMBC and ESS (including myself), to practice 

personal leadership and commit to our own cultural safety learning journeys.  

This work also presents several opportunities for EMBC to align efforts with the Declaration 

on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, the TRC Calls to Action and take practical action to implement 

changes from the several after-action reviews conducted in 2017 and 2018. Through the Emergency 

Support Services Program, EMBC provides the most direct service to the public; therefore, ESS is 

also EMBC's greatest opportunity to increase British Columbians' safety, well-being and resilience. 

The path outlined in this report also helps EMBC realize its goals of implementing the FNLC-BC-

Canada Tripartite Emergency Services Agreement, the ISC-EMBC Bilateral Services Agreement and 

the Declaration of Commitment to Cultural Safety and Humility in Emergency Management signed 

between EMBC and the First Nations Health Authority. EMBC has an opportunity to be a global 

leader in cultural safety in Emergency Support Services. 

 This project contributes new knowledge around what cultural safety not only looks like in 

Emergency Support Services but what it might look like across the emergency management field of 

practice. It has been an honour and privilege to bring the voices of Indigenous peoples in British 

Columbia into a new space of academic research and the emergency management field of practice. I 

am encouraged by leaders at EMBC who have identified opportunities in the next six months to a.) 

reach out to the Justice Institute of BC to address the lack of culturally safe content in the ESS 

curriculum, b.) to create and deliver cultural safety in ESS training to EMBC staff and Provincial ESS 

personnel, and c.) to release the first version of the ESS Program Guide to mention cultural safety and 
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incorporate the Community Navigator concept. As EMBC's Director of Indigenous Community 

Relations and Partnerships Engagement, I intend to support ESS' future actions in an advisory role. I 

hope that what emerged in this thesis and the recommendation report will inspire EMBC to invest in 

this transformative change process and inspire ESS teams and programs across the province to pause, 

reflect and reimagine how each team and individual can contribute to a safer future for this generation 

and those that follow. The next step will be to offer First Nations communities a more culturally 

relevant Introduction to ESS workshop in January 2021 and to co-present the findings from this report 

at the national Emergency Preparedness for Indigenous Communities conference in April 2021. While 

cultural safety is gaining buy-in at the service delivery and systemic levels, strategic leadership from 

the Province of British Columbia and the Government of Canada (in partnership with First Nations 

leadership) at the structural level is essential for transformative change to occur. 

5.3 Implications for Future Inquiry  

Future inquiry topics might include a deeper dive into how the concept of two-eyed seeing 

could be applied in emergency management, particularly when interacting with evacuees. The work 

also made me curious about how cultivating responder personal awareness influences the way 

responders to serve others. This work also surfaced concepts of 'cultural resilience' and 'strengths-

based cultural safety,' which I think might have the power to transform all-of-society approaches to 

disaster risk reduction. From a systems change perspective, if EMBC moves forward with 

implementing the Champions Table (service delivery change), Framework and Policy Statement 

(systemic change) and Transformative Change Plans (structural change), British Columbia could be a 

shining example for other jurisdictions across the world who are also interested in adopting the United 

Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) in complex, multi-jurisdictional, 

emergency management settings.  
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On a personal level, as a researcher-practitioner, what surprised me was how healing I found 

the process of connecting with participants who advocated for emergency management systems that 

support the holistic (mental, physical, emotional, spiritual) well-being of responders and evacuees. In 

many ways, my learning about cultural safety was two-fold as I aimed to practice culturally safe 

principles, while learning about cultural safety—this allowed me to gain experiential knowledge of 

creating culturally safe environments, which strengthened my ability to lead in academic, professional 

and personal settings. The participants in this study shared exciting, community-driven solutions that, 

when put into action, might drastically improve the way British Columbians experience emergency 

events. I felt responsible for stewarding those ideas towards positive changes across the ESS system. I 

believe that the systems-thinking, two-eyed seeing and action-oriented approaches presented in this 

thesis have the potential to create massive transformative change.  

Métis scholar Lowan-Trudeau’s uses the metaphoric image of the Métis flag infinity symbol to 

also depict the “intertwined Western-Indigenous relationship” in research epistemologies and 

environmental education research. Ultimately, my goal is to move towards a metaphorical métissage 

(cultural mix of society) in emergency management where each First Nations community, level of 

government, agency, and each person contributes their perspective; however, when woven together, 

we take a wrap-around support and whole-of-society approach to caring for evacuees in a good way 

(Lowan-Trudeau, 2012. p. 117).  
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Figure 6 Indigenous and interpretive research: An infinite relationship (Lowan-Trudeau, 

2012, p. 120) 

Emergency management and engaged, action-oriented research, are all about relationships. By 

creating a culturally safe ESS system, we collectively contribute to the flourishment of individuals, 

families and communities—especially when faced with an emergency event. By creating new 

knowledge, new training, new policy and new practice—I hope that the path forward is one of 

humility, compassion, and collaboration. 

5.4 Thesis Summary  

This final thesis chapter outlined four study recommendations, including specific drivers and 

change ideas based on participants' input and the research. This thesis began with a chapter to focus 

and frame the work, which provided organizational context and a systems analysis. It then moved into 

a literature review which covered the topics of 1.) cultural safety and social determinants of health, 2.) 

Indigenous disaster resilience and rights-based frameworks, and 3.) Indigenous experiences in 

emergency management in British Columbia. Both academic literature and organizational reports, 

including past after-action reviews, informed the literature review. Chapter Three was focussed on the 

methodology of Indigenous research methodologies, two-eyed seeing and action research 

engagement. The methodology also informed the data collection methods (Circle Way practice and 

semi-structured interviews), the study conduct (designed using Jessica Bell's Cultural Safety 

Principles), data analysis (in vivo coding and grounded theory) and the ethical considerations. This 

chapter concluded with an overview of the proposed outputs (thesis, recommendation report, cultural 

safety framework, policy statement, transformative change plan) and how I see this work contributing 

to a safe, more resilient future for British Columbians. Chapter Four presented the study findings and 

associated themes, including 1.) context and current state of the ESS system, 2.) definition of cultural 

safety in ESS, 3.) evacuation and registration, 4.) emergency supports and services, 5.) knowledge and 
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training and, 6.) planning and preparedness. These findings informed the six recommendations that 1.) 

ESS needs a cultural safety framework, 2.) cultural safety needs to be an outcome of ESS, 3.) engage 

familiar faces; create familiar spaces, 4.) flexible, adaptable wrap-around service delivery, 5.) expand 

culturally safe and relevant training and transform ESS teams into learning organizations and, 6.) 

plan, prepare and build relationships. Finally, as mentioned, this chapter dove into study 

recommendations that flowed from the previous four chapters. The four key recommendations include 

1.) co-create a cultural safety in ESS Champions Table, 2.) co-develop an ESS cultural safety 

framework, 3.) co-draft a cultural safety in ESS policy statement and 4.) co-produce and monitor a 

cultural safety transformative change plan. The data collection methods and actions that flowed from 

this work aimed to bring together the Western/dominant perspective (the current ESS model) and 

Indigenous experiences and perspectives (research participant perspectives) to create a future state 

where two-eyed seeing is applied to evacuation and evacuee supports.  

After this thesis, I am filled with hope, having connected with ESS Champions across the 

system at the community, regional, provincial and agency support levels. I also feel like I have gone 

on a healing journey to transform my experiences into a positive purpose and path forward in ESS. I 

feel that we are ushering in a new era in emergency management which is centred around the holistic 

needs of individuals, families, and communities. This project has inspired a reimagining of the 

Emergency Support Services system, but this is just the beginning. This work will never be finished 

as there is always room for practitioners to deepen personal awareness and humility, expand our 

understanding, and cultivate the two-eyed seeing skills to uphold and honour both Indigenous and 

Western ways of preparing, responding to and recovering from emergency evacuations.  
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Appendices  

Appendix A: Change Drivers and Ideas 

Table 1: Primary and Secondary Drivers 

Primary Drivers Secondary Drivers Change Ideas 

Cultural Safety Concepts Competencies Table 2 – 6 Change Ideas 

Partnerships and Capacity Structures Table 3 – 21 Change Ideas 

 Capacity and funding 

Supports and Services ESS Reception and 

Registration 

Table 4 – 19 Change Ideas 

 Cultural supports 

 Food and Accommodations 

 Other supports and services 

(clothing, incidentals, 

transportation) 

Planning and Preparedness Community preparedness Table 5 – 7 Change Ideas 

 Personal Preparedness 

Learning Organization ESS Training and Knowledge 

Sharing 

Table 6 – 18 Change Ideas 

 Collaborative Learning 

Culture: self and team 

learning 

 Evaluation and Continuous 

Improvement 

Table 2: Change Ideas - Cultural Safety Concepts 

Competencies 

Short-term (0-12 months) Medium-term (2-3 years) Long-term (3-5 years) 

Define cultural safety in ESS 

through the Champions Table  

Integrate IRBCs into ESS 

Program Guide and training. 

Evaluate ESS responders’ 

personal understanding of the 

IRBCs  

Define and promote 

Indigenous Relations 

Behavioural Competencies 

(IRBC) for ESS responders. 

Recruit volunteers using 

Indigenous Relations 

Behavioural Competencies  

Solicit feedback from 

evacuees about ESS 

responders’ practice of the 

IRBCs. 

 

 

Table 3: Change Ideas - Partnerships and Capacity 
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Structures 

Short-term (0-12 months) Medium-term (2-3 years) Long-term (3-5 years) 

Include a copy of the EMBC-

FNHA Declaration of 

Commitment to Cultural 

Safety in all ESS and EMBC 

onboarding materials 

Create a wrap-around agency 

support model with 

organizations who support 

individuals and communities 

during evacuations 

Establish supplier agreements 

with all 25 Aboriginal 

Friendship Centres and invite 

Friendship Centre staff to 

ESS training. 

EMBC to create a Director of 

Cultural Safety in ESS who 

would support the creation 

and implementation of a 

Cultural Safety in ESS 

Champions Table 

Sign a memorandum of 

understanding between 

EMBC and FNHA for FNHA 

to provide cultural supports in 

ESS 

Co-develop a Cultural Safety 

in ESS Policy Statement that 

could be adopted by First 

Nations, local governments 

and ESS support agencies.  

Ensure the ESS Program 

Guide outlines that 

Indigenous leaders need to be 

involved with decisions 

affecting their communities. 

Co-develop an ESS Cultural 

Safety Framework through the 

ESS Cultural Safety Champions 

Table. 

 

EMBC to facilitate regional / 

sub-regional ESS agreements 

between communities. 

Capacity and Funding 

EMBC ESS and partners 

(FNHA, ISC, etc.) work with 

Nations to clarify community 

needs and funding pathways. 

Create a ‘how to build an 

ESS program’ workshop 

with/for First Nations 

communities. 

Create an Indigenous ESS 

Mobile Support Team that 

deploys to assist Nations with 

ESS. 

Create an ESS Community 

Navigator Job Description 

and Implementation Plan. 

EMBC to fund the 

Community Navigator 

position. 

Recruit Indigenous people 

onto local government ESS 

teams and establish 

encourage partnerships 

between municipal ESS 

teams and Friendship 

Centres. 

Create an Indigenous ESS 

Outreach team that connects 

with evacuees that might not 

be able to come into a 

reception centre 

Review the current 

recruitment and onboarding 

process for ESS volunteers to 

ensure it is culturally safe and 

culturally safe responders are 

recruited. 

EMBC to engage directly 

with Nations to build local 

capacity and seek solutions to 

fund ESS Director positions 

in the community.  

Create a UBCM Community 

Emergency Preparedness 

Fund (CEPF) grant to support 

local governments and First 

Nations with integrating 

cultural safety in ESS. 

Reimburse vehicle/fuel costs 

for Community Navigators or 

other community members 

who provide transportation to 

evacuees under evacuation 

order. 

Reimburse incremental costs 

associated with traditional 

healers, ceremonies and 

community gatherings for 

evacuees. 

Sign an Agreement with 

FNHA to provide immediate 

ESS response to First Nations 

communities without ESS 

teams. 
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Table 4: Change Ideas – Supports and Services 

ESS Reception and Registration 

Short-term (0-12 months) Medium-term (2-3 years) Long-term (3-5 years) 

Create a separate space in 

reception centres to brief 

community leaders and share 

information. 

Ensure each First Nations 

community in BC has an 

identified reception centre in 

their community. 

Ensure each First Nations has 

an identified reception centre 

in a community they might 

evacuate to. 

Train First Nations 

communities in the ERA tool 

and paper-based registration. 

Ensure each First Nations 

communities has the 

technology to run the ERA 

tool 

Adopt the ‘Jordan’s 

Principle’ in ESS 

Enhance privacy and 

confidentiality in reception 

centres. 

  

Cultural Supports 
ESS to cover the costs of 

conference rooms and common 

gathering areas in hotels for 

community members to connect. 

Expand ESS or EM Services 

to include talking or healing 

circles 

EMBC to sign an MOU with 

FNHA to provide cultural 

support 

ESS and EMBC Regional 

Operations to streamline 

financial support for eligible 

services as part of the 'culture 

camp' model. 

Create a standing offer of 

support with Tsow-Tun Le 

Lum and other Indigenous 

cultural support 

organizations. 

 

Foods and Accommodation 
Encourage Nations to pre-plan 

for traditional food sources. 
Broaden commercial lodging 

options to include resorts 

with cabins and “AirBnBs” or 

other facilities 

 

Reduce food waste and stop 

using place water bottles 

where possible. 

Increase daily rates for billet 

hosts 

 

Where food is provided, 

ensure food restrictions are 

accommodated, and diabetic-

friendly options are available. 

  

Other Supports and Services 
Find alternatives to referrals 

forms for gas. 

Establish a solution to Ensure 

Indigenous language services 

are available 

 

 

 

 



CULTURAL SAFETY IN EMERGENCY SUPPORT SERVICES                                     159 

Table 5: Change Ideas – Planning and Preparedness 

Community Preparedness 

Short-term (0-12 months) Medium-term (2-3 years) Long-term (3-5 years) 

ESS Teams to build trust-based relationships with neighbouring Nations and 

collaborate on ESS Plans 

Increase evacuee resilience 

by encouraging grab-and-go 

to be stocked with items that 

bring comfort. 

EMBC to promote and facilitate ‘host community 

agreements’ with First Nations and local government 

communities  

 

ESS teams to connect through 

local events/workshops to 

help community members 

prepare and understand the 

evacuation process. 

Bring Elders, Leadership and 

ESS personnel into the 

Evacuation Planning process 

at the community-level in 

conjunction with EOC/EM 

staff. 

EMBC to create a video 

series about Indigenous 

emergency preparedness, an 

introduction to ESS and 

stories / wise practices shared 

from former evacuees. 

Personal Preparedness 

Encourage that personal 

wellness and preparedness are 

key themes discussed at ESS 

meetings and/or in daily 

briefings. Support the self to 

support others. 
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Table 6: Change Ideas – Learning Organization 

ESS Training and Knowledge Sharing 

Short-term (0-12 months) Medium-term (2-3 years) Long-term (3-5 years) 

After all courses, follow-up 

with participants to 

continuously evaluate ESS 

instructors' cultural safety and 

course material. 

Justice Institute of BC to 

create a fully funded, 

Indigenous advisory team to 

audit the existing courses and 

integrate cultural safety into 

all ESS curriculum. 

Training is delivered flexibly 

in First Nations communities 

and tailored to community 

needs. Community capacity is 

increased. 

Ensure cultural safety and 

humility are modeled by all 

ESS Instructors, ESS 

Directors, and EMBC staff 

who support ESS teams and 

evacuees.  

EMBC to provide funding to 

ESS teams to connect with 

local Nations and cultural 

centres to enhance knowledge 

of local traditions, protocols 

and teachings. 

Support leadership 

development training 

opportunities across the ESS 

system to cultivate a culture 

of compassionate, and 

culturally agile leaders. 

EMBC to continue offering 

cultural safety and humility 

training, such as the IRBC 

Self-Discovery Workshops.  

Set-up, regionally-based ESS 

training, to foster cross-

community relationships in 

advance of an event. 

Create and launch a required 

cultural safety and humility 

ESS course. 

Collaborative Learning Culture: Self and Team learning 

Remind ESS responders to 

take a deep breath and 

connect with evacuees first 

before the paperwork. 

Encourage personal 

awareness is cultivated by all. 

Create a Cultural Safety 

pocket guide for ESS with a 

section for ESS teams to 

include information they 

learn from Nations in their 

region (include territorial 

acknowledgements and a few 

works in local languages). 

ESS teams to bring 

Community Navigators / 

Liaisons into the decision-

making structure, so 

collaborative learning and 

course corrections occur. ESS 

teams share/act on wise 

practices in real-time. 

EMBC to support a learning 

toolkit for ESS Directors and 

team members to integrate 

CS/H training into monthly 

meetings (include tools for 

ESS responders to learn about 

blind spots/biases and 

mindfulness exercises) 

EMBC to support “cultural 

exchanges” where Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous ESS 

personnel and teams learn 

first-hand from one another. 

Create a trauma-informed, 

psychological first aid team 

that supports responders in all 

reception centre activations or 

other events of significance. 

Provide cultural and spiritual 

care supports for all ESS 

responders. 

Evaluation and Continuous Improvement 

In briefings, 'hot wash,' and 

debriefs ESS responders to 

reflect on cultural safety 

questions daily and at the end 

of an event. 

ESS to set-up a way for 

evacuees to give feedback on 

their ESS system experience, 

and suggestions are reviewed 

and acted upon. 

Five years after the launch of 

the ESS Cultural Safety 

Framework, EMBC to hire an 

external evaluator to assess 

its effectiveness.  

 

  



CULTURAL SAFETY IN EMERGENCY SUPPORT SERVICES                                     161 

 

Appendix B: Research Participant Invitation 
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Appendix C: Cultural Safety in ESS Consent Form 

 

 

Appendix D: Cultural Safety in ESS Circle - Facilitators Guide 
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Appendix E: Tips for Participating in Online Zoom Circles 
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Appendix F: Interview Guide
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Appendix G: Inquiry Team Member Confidentiality Agreement
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Appendix H: Cultural Safety in ESS – Group Session PowerPoint 
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Appendix I: Help it Happen Meeting Presentation and Results 

 


