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Abstract 

 This research follows case study methodology and explores how and why the Kwantlen 

First Nation (KFN) face risks associated with freshet flooding on IR6 McMillan Island, the lands 

that they presently occupy and primarily reside. The project explores the role colonialism has 

had on the KFN and how it still systemically impacts the challenges they face as a community. 

Adhering to Indigenous methodologies, this case study draws upon the authentic narrative of the 

KFN participants and holds a space for their journey of resilience. They are aware of the risk and 

face it with adherence to the seven traditional laws of Health, Happiness, Generations, 

Generosity, Humbleness, Forgiveness and Understanding and a commitment to doing good 

work. The study also explores the value of relationship, dialogue and the potential of 

collaboration. There is a lot of ongoing work happening in both the space of flood management 

along the Fraser River and emergency management. Much of this work has potential for 

collaboration between KFN and the other participant organizations. As applied research, what 

this study offers is tangible recommendations for practice that are grounded and guided by KFN.  
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When the River Rises: A Case Study of Kwantlen First Nation’s Management of Flood Risk 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

Kwantlen First Nation (KFN) primarily resides on McMillan Island, which sits on the 

south side of the Fraser River adjacent to the Township of Langley (TOL) in the lower mainland 

of what is now known as British Columbia, Canada (as shown in Map 1 below). KFN has been 

restricted to this and several other undeveloped locations through colonial policies tied to the 

Reserve section of the Indian Act (Dicken, 2017).  However, this research has found that even if 

presented with the choice, the residents today would likely elect to stay due to their deep 

connection to the island. The Kwantlen are salmon people who have always relied on the river 

for sustenance, trade and connection to mother earth. Based on community history, they have 

had a village near Fort Langley since the Hudson’s Bay Company moved there. Unfortunately, 

McMillan Island is exposed to seasonal spring flooding each year, also known as freshet, and 

with it, so are the residents and infrastructure. This research will review the impact that 

colonialism has had on KFN’s risk of flooding and how it continues to influence emergency 

management practices today. It will also review both the resilience of KFN and systemic 

improvements made in recent years. As an outcome, it will show that First Nations are working 

towards self-determination and finding ways to work independently as well as together to 

increase their resilience.  
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Map 1: McMillan Island and surrounding region  

 McMillan Island is denoted by the red icon on the map  

 

(Map data ©2019 Google) 

Utilizing case study methodology, this research is grounded within Indigenous research 

methodologies to explore the context in which KFN manages the risk of flooding. The study was 

prepared in close coordination with KFN, as were the findings and recommendations, which is in 

line with Indigenous research methodologies. When I reached out to KFN with an idea for this 

research, they made it clear that the space of flooding and emergency management along the 

Fraser was complex and they would value a study in the area.  
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The approach that best suited this research were case study and Indigenous research 

methodologies. Although case study provides the structure behind the inquiry, Indigenous 

methodology guided the value system. This is important because although I have some 

Indigenous family roots, I have been raised and educated from a settler colonial perspective. 

Indigenous research methodologies provide a path for academics to approach learning in a new 

way that helps the field avoid replicating wrongdoings of the past.  

Research Question  

 How does KFN, in the context of self-determination and self-government within Canada, 

manage the risk associated to flooding? KFN’s primary residence is on McMillan Island that sits 

in the Fraser River. Each spring they face the risk of freshet flooding when the snow melt 

combines with increased rainfall and warm temperatures. Additionally, the risks have increased 

over the past three decades due to climate change. At the same time, there is an international 

movement to recognize the scarring impact of colonialism on Indigenous peoples and solidify 

their right to self-determination. In Canada, part of this movement has been self-governance 

whereby the power of systemically colonial governance structures are reduced within 

communities. This study will explore the context around KFN and their vulnerability to flooding. 

It will also look at the measures they have in place and what they are developing, to ensure the 

community is resilient when the river rises. The research questions will explore:  

1. Why and how does KFN face flooding? What role have colonial policies had in creating 

the current state? 
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2. How does KFN’s worldview and priorities relate to other entities (government 

departments, other First Nations, industry and associations) working in the space of 

flooding on the Fraser River?  

3. How does KFN participate and collaborate with the other organizations to understand the 

risk of flooding and the various roles and responsibilities of each?   

4. What opportunities exist to increase community preparedness and resilience at KFN, as it 

relates to flooding?  

Thesis Format 

 This thesis will be broken down into seven chapters. The next section is the second 

chapter which is a literature review. It explores current concepts in both emergency management 

and Indigenous relations. The result of that exploration is the creation of five propositions, which 

are used throughout the study.  The third chapter is a review of the methodologies and methods 

used. This research is primarily a case study, but heavily relies upon Indigenous research 

methods to ensure the work is being done in a good way that is relational, reciprocal and 

respectful. The fourth chapter reviews the findings as they relate to the five propositions, 

followed by the fifth chapter which is a discussion of each theme, to explore whether this 

research supports the assumptions made by the researcher during the literature review process. 

Finally, the sixth chapter will reveal recommendations that came out of the study and the seventh 

chapter will offer some concluding comments.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  

 

During times of disaster, there is a long history of marginalization of Indigenous people 

in Canada, which continues to persist today (Collier, 2015, Abbot & Chapman, 2018, House of 

Commons, 2018). However, the literature also reveals there are opportunities for improving the 

field of disaster and emergency management through respectful government-to-government 

collaboration and engagement with Indigenous people in a way that respects their worldviews. 

The conceptual framework for this study is based on five initial propositions that were created 

following an initial literature review. The review started by trying to understand if there had been 

anything written about First Nation’s emergency response in British Columbia, Canada, but 

quickly expanded to other areas around the world as there was not much on the subject. The 

literature review led itself in several directions, but as ideas were forming for the project, I 

became aware that I was making several assumptions about what I would find in any research 

due to what was found in that literature review. These assumptions then formed the propositions 

and more literature review continued to deepen my understanding of each.   The propositions that 

formed related to the following five topics: (a) the importance of relationship, (b) colonial 

conditions that have set the stage for where we are today (c) the role of communities in disaster 

management, (d) the influence of worldview, and (e) the potential of collaboration as a tool for 

risk management in the context of reconciliation. The continued literature review explored each 

of these five topics and the propositions provided the framework that grounded and shaped this 

study.  
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Importance of Relationship 

The literature shows that relationship has an important role in both academic research and 

disaster and emergency management practices. Research is a form of ceremony because it 

deliberately enters into the sacred space between all things in order to understand and build 

closer relationships (Wilson, 2020). Kovach (2009) states that knowledge is co-created and in 

exploring ideas one should “start where you are, it will take you where you need to go” (p.11).  

In order to indigenize research, which is to enter the process with an Indigenous lens and 

privilege the Indigenous voice, a researcher must be accountable to all relationships, while 

recognizing that lived experiences are uniquely held and will never be shared (Wilson, 2020; 

Smith, 1999; Kovach, 2009). For this research, accountability will be honored and strengthened 

by creating shared knowledge between participants, in the form of tangible ideas or solutions to 

improve each organization, and particularly KFN’s, approach to disaster and emergency 

management. The process of creating shared knowledge will build relationships between people 

as well as with the subject, which will ultimately reinforce community resilience (Wilson, 2008). 

This is in line with current trends in disaster and emergency management whereby finding 

resilience for individuals and community is a process, not an outcome (Abramson et. al., 2015). 

Collective inquiry, knowledge sharing and respect for expertise in decision making is a 

recognized mechanism for sharing responsibilities (McLennan & Handmer; 2012; Boin & 

Bynander, 2015).  

The value of relationship and engagement has been acknowledged both internationally 

and nationally as it relates to disaster and emergency management. The Hyogo Framework for 

Action 2005-2015: Building Resilience of Nations and Communities to Disasters, recommended 
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that Indigenous Peoples be given a seat at the table in both regional and international forums and 

that Indigenous Knowledge be applied to the field (Lambert, 2014). This was followed by the 

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) which also had 

several articles supporting the inclusion of Indigenous voices in disaster and emergency 

management (United Nations, 2007). However, arguably the most important element of the 

UNDRIP was the right to self-determination. It declares that Indigenous people have a right to 

participate in decision making and asserts that states should both consult and cooperate in good 

faith (2007, Article 18). Also in 2007, The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

emphasized the need for local solutions and the fact that “Indigenous People can and should 

contribute to models for accommodating and adapting to ongoing and imminent climate change” 

(Turner & Clifton, 2009). 

Directly in the disaster and emergency management field, the Sendai Framework states 

“disaster risk reduction requires an all-of-society engagement and partnership”; It also requires 

“inclusive, accessible and non-discriminatory participation, paying special attention to people 

disproportionately affected by disasters” (UNDRR, 2015, p.15). It encourages coordination with 

Indigenous people in ways that are both inclusive and accessible (UNDRR, 2015). Further, 

“Indigenous peoples, through their experience and traditional knowledge, provide an important 

contribution to the development and implementation of plans and mechanisms, including for 

early warning” (UNDRR, 2015, p.23). 

The 2011 Emergency Management Framework for Canada only references Indigenous 

populations once. The document does not show any indication that it had been created through 

collaborative process with First Nations, nor does it acknowledge their role in disaster and 
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emergency management. However, the 2019 Emergency Management Strategy (EMS) sets a 

different tone, acknowledging Indigenous importance on the first page (Public Safety Canada, 

2019). It accounts for consideration of unique community conditions, including applying 

Indigenous knowledge to risk assessments, and mandates that federal, provincial and territorial 

governments engage Indigenous voices in dialogue around emergency management (Public 

Safety Canada, 2019). The EMS follows several government commissioned reports that showed 

evidence that Sendai principles were not being consistently practiced in this country and there is 

more work to be done in this space (Collier, 2015; Abbot & Chapman, 2018; House of 

Commons, 2018).  

Re-asserting self-determination, in disaster and emergency management along with other 

areas of governance, is important because of historical oppression (von der Porten & de Loe, 

2013; MacKinnon & Derickson, 2012). Many efforts at cooperation are failing due to First 

Nations being treated as lesser stakeholders and being seated at shared tables with too much 

diversity to see their value appreciated (Barry, 2012). These tables often do not accept or 

recognize Indigenous contributions or perspectives which alienates and breaks relations in 

processes that may have originally been designed to engage them (von der Porten & de Loe, 

2013). Often at these tables are procedural inequities which prevent participation in the 

consultation process on equal terms (Martin et. al., 2020).  Bureaucracies have a tendency to 

treat First Nations as a single stakeholder and expect them to work together as one, instead of as 

the individual and dynamic Nations that they are; this approach leads to feelings of tokenism 

rather than engagement (von der Porten & de Loe, 2013). There is further evidence of 

bureaucratic processes that are hurried or distant, contrasting with Indigenous governance 
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structures that are relational in nature (von der Porten & de Loe, 2013). Deepening the 

challenges, agreements between federal and provincial governments related to supporting First 

Nations before, during and after disaster have not always included First Nations themselves 

(House of Commons, 2018). Typically, provinces are responsible for response and recovery 

activities, while the federal government supports emergency preparedness and mitigation. These 

emergency management agreements between the federal and provincial governments have a 

critical role in supporting First Nations during disaster and as such, need to include the 

Indigenous voices that they support (House of Commons, 2018; Collier, 2015).  

Effective planning and response to disasters includes shared efforts and messaging with 

partners (Sorensen & Sorensen, 2007). For emergency response systems to work, prior 

relationships and trust are critical (Jensen & Waugh, 2014). Tensions between the recognition of 

expertise and experience has often led to trust and credibility issues between emergency 

management personnel and Indigenous communities (Barnes, 2002). Tokenistic engagement 

leads to frustration and anger, however real participation has the potential to increase trust and 

engagement (Cretney, 2018). Collaboration is further supported by shared goals and trust that 

create legitimacy and encourage wider support (Boin & Bynander, 2015). Considered through a 

sustainability lens, governance structures are a response to what a culture values and the trust in 

the actors and actions associated create wellbeing in a community (Whyte et. al., 2018). 

Although this should be represented in all stages of emergency planning, exercises are a 

particular tool of the industry that can be used to detect weaknesses in plans and foster stronger 

working relationships (Henstra, 2010, p.247). 
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This information shows that while lived experiences will never be shared, putting the 

value of relationship at the forefront of any engagement has been recognized as effective for both 

academic research and disaster and emergency management practices.  

Antecedent Conditions  

Indigenous peoples have been in British Columbia since time immemorial, but the past 

200 years of colonization has resulted in marginalization and oppression (Turner & Clifton, 

2009; von der Porten & de Loe, 2013). “Settler colonialism is a form of oppression in which 

settlers permanently and ecologically inscribe homelands of their own onto Indigenous 

homelands” (Whyte et. al, 2018).  When settlers arrived in British Columbia, they brought 

smallpox with them that decimated the Indigenous populations. Subsequently, “in 1876, the 

Indian Act formally combined new and old legislative provisions that aimed to assimilate the 

Indigenous population” (University of Alberta, 2017). Assimilation policies saw Indigenous 

children removed from their families and placed in residential schools, or in the second half of 

the 20th century, forcibly removed and adopted to non-indigenous families. (House of Commons, 

2018; Truth and Reconciliation Commission [TRC], 2015). Additionally, the policies around 

reserves, as administered through the Indian Act, have placed Indigenous communities in some 

of the most vulnerable to disaster locations there are in the country. This history is important to 

disaster and emergency management today as it has created layers of intentionally legislated 

vulnerability into Indigenous populations, which increase their susceptibility to disaster risk. 

While there has been some international movement to recognize and address the historical 

marginalization, Canada’s response has been delayed. UNDRIP was internationally ratified in 

2007, but Canada was not a full signatory until 2016 following the publication of the Truth and 
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Reconciliation Commission findings (https://www.aadnc-

aandc.gc.ca/eng/1309374407406/1309374458958 ). This context translates down to the 

community level.  

Often authorities and those in the field of emergency management practice focus on 

reducing the hazard to manage the risk, however reducing vulnerability to the hazard is also 

important (Cardona, 2004). Cardona (2004) states that “disasters should be understood as 

unsolved development problems since they are not events of nature per se, but situations that are 

the product of the relationship between the natural and organizational structure of society” 

(p.50). As an example of this, emergency responders such as the Royal Canadian Mounted 

Police (RCMP) have been tools of the repressive system, which means that even today, their 

presence in disaster scenarios can be traumatizing to Indigenous people and communities (House 

of Commons, 2018). In many ways the “threat is not the disaster, but the attempts to protect them 

from it” (J. Waldram testimony, House of Commons, 2018).  

Resilience and adaptive capacity become important elements in determining both a 

community’s vulnerability to disaster as well as their ability to recovery from disaster. Resilience 

is defined as “the magnitude of disturbance that can be absorbed before a system changes to a 

radically different state… this includes capacity to self-organize and the capacity for adaptation 

to emerging circumstances” (Adger, 2006). Adaptive capacity, which is learning from the past in 

order to prepare for change, contributes to resilience (Cretney, 2014, Cutter et. al., 2008). 

However, both these terms while common in the literature, may be considered Western 

constructs and an alternative concept is that of continuance which means “survival and 

flourishing in the face of change, including change stemming from oppression” (Whyte et. al., 

https://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1309374407406/1309374458958
https://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1309374407406/1309374458958
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2018, p.153). Indigenous Knowledge shows great continuance or adaptive capacities as it is 

handed down through generations (Turner & Clifton, 2009). It involves “everyday realities of 

living in a nourishing relationship with their traditional lands and ecosystems” (Tobias et. al., 

2013, p.130). However, within the Canadian context, First Nations are often excluded from 

disaster coordination and their expertise are not considered valuable (House of Commons, 2018). 

A review of antecedent conditions such as social systems, built environment, natural 

systems, inherent vulnerability and intrinsic resilience, will show that a significant flood 

affecting McMillan Island, where KFN primarily resides, will present a significant test to KFN, 

making their work in mitigation and preparation for flooding of crucial importance to their 

resilience (Cutter et. al., 2008). 

Communities as Responders 

Communities are increasingly recognized as the most effective primary responders to 

emergencies because they are the best positioned to know what is needed for recovery and 

resilience of the people. Community in this context are local authorities or organizations and are 

seen as distinct from more distant authorities or organizations like provincial or national 

governments. This applies to all phases of disaster and emergency management, including 

mitigation, adaptation, prevention, preparedness, planning, response and recovery. As identified 

in the federal report, From the ashes: Reimagining fire safety and emergency management in 

Indigenous communities, this work cannot be outsourced to different levels of government, such 

as provincial or federal authorities (House of Commons, 2018, Lambert, 2014). 

Local strategies are often found to be more successful than those that are built in different 

environments.  It has been recommended that following disaster “what we do has to be worked 
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out by the people in the context” (Oliver-Smith, 2020). It is also important to remember that 

adaptive capacity includes social capital which is an element of community (Cox & Perry, 2011). 

Batho et. al. (1999), have found that it is effective to mobilize both knowledge and relationships 

that already exist and build on them in the execution of response or recovery actions. These are 

in line with Indigenous cultural practices which are grounded in care for community, social 

bonds, reciprocity and sharing resources (Lambert, 2014; Tobias et.al., 2013; Wilson, 2008; 

Yumagulova et. al., 2019). The governance structure within a First Nations community needs to 

be recognized for their authority in disaster and emergency management systems as they are the 

first responders that understand idiosyncrasies of their community (House of Commons, 2018; 

MacKinnon & Derickson, 2012).   

Not only are community organizations, authorities and governments the first line of 

defense in the face of emergency, the current research in the area posits that they know their 

neighborhoods best and recovery has been found to be most successful through a bottom-up 

process (Cutter, 2014; Johnson & Hayashi, 2012). This is typically shown in comparison to 

higher levels of government like Provincial or National actors. Community is the most important 

element in managing the impact of disaster (Haque & Etkin, 2007). The focus needs cross sector 

and institutional cooperation and understanding (Haque & Etkin, 2007). Community 

engagements and organizations that are inclusive of many perspectives are key to a successful 

recovery (Mileti, 1999; Garnet & Moore, 2010, as cited in Johnson & Hayashi, 2012; Abramson 

et. al., 2015). When there is true collaboration with Indigenous communities, both sides of the 

table are positioned to benefit (Turner & Clifton, 2009; Barry, 2012; Lambert, 2014; Abbot & 

Chapman, 2018; Oliver-Smith, 2020). Developing shared goals emerges as an important step in 
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the process, so that both parties are engaged from the onset which supports longevity (Barry, 

2012; von der Porten & de Loe, 2013). In order to build momentum, participants must start at the 

planning stages so that communication, education, training and jurisdiction are addressed before 

a hazard event (Abbott & Chapman, 2018; House of Commons, 2018).  This said, all of these 

concepts are rooted in reforming what already exists in lieu of transforming the field which may 

be necessary to create long term conditions for changed (Martin et. al., 2020).  

Today’s emergency management structures are ill suited to accept differing approaches, 

which degrades the response capabilities of all parties (Abbott & Chapman, 2018). First Nations 

often do not have well defined plans or training compared to the expectations of their non-

indigenous counterparts, which can lead them to be judged as unprepared during a disaster 

(Abbot & Chapman, 2018; Epp et. al., 1998). Meanwhile non-indigenous risk management 

systems continue to override Indigenous systems (Yumagulova et. al., 2019). This uniformity of 

response from government is unhelpful in addressing complexity in disaster scenarios (Lambert, 

2014). Disaster and emergency procedures, such as evacuations of communities, can be 

insensitive to the mental health and cultural needs of Indigenous communities so should not be 

applied without full engagement of community leaders to ensure there is depth of understanding 

about the implications of a blanket application (House of Commons, 2018).  

Finally, there needs to be consideration for the fact that emergency response is 

historically a command and control-based structure, which is a barrier to local and Indigenous 

involvement (Ellemor, 2005; Abbot & Chapman, 2018; National Research Council, 2006; 

LaLone, 2012; Buckland & Rahman, 1999). This hurts the response efforts and the community 

beyond the boundaries of a reserve because it denies the potential value that the most 
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knowledgeable people can add to any discussion (Abbot & Chapman, 2018).  Failure to 

acknowledge Indigenous knowledge entrenches “patterns of racialized disadvantage, 

marginalization and vulnerability” (Yumagulova et. al., 2019, p.2). Ignoring power and 

inequality is a tool of the privileged and dominant (Cretney, 2014). 

The literature consistently submits that communities and their leaders are the primary 

responders to emergencies and are the better positioned than other levels of government, to know 

what is needed for recovery and resilience of the people in all phases of emergency management.  

The Role of Worldview 

Differing worldviews have an effect on collaboration efforts (Wilson, 2008; Abbot & 

Chapman, 2018; von der Porten & de Loe, 2013; Ellemor, 2005). A worldview is something that 

is rooted in distinct community traditions that have evolved through shared experiences and time 

(Whyte et. al., 2018). Specifically in the case of managing flood risk on the Fraser River, there 

are a number of involved groups with a variety of interests and approaches to the challenges they 

face.   

There are several current trends in Indigenous governance that must be considered and 

respected to facilitate First Nation’s work in disaster and emergency management. Primarily, 

they are the recognition of self-determination and self-governance (von der Porten, 2012; 

MacKinnin & Derickson, 2012). This means that the Indigenous voice is not a state-granted 

privilege, but a right (von der Porten, 2012; Smith, 1999). In building Indigenous and non-

indigenous alliances, the latter needs to understand oppression and its mechanisms, aligning in a 

way that does not perpetuate them (von der Porten, 2012). Part of this addresses colonialism and 

its consequences, but it is not enough; to fully integrate worldviews, dominant perspectives need 
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to address underlying power dynamics through both recognition and procedure (Martin et.al., 

2020). This can include embracing the concept of relationality, connection to the land and 

spirituality, which means giving those ideas space, in dialogue and decision, is necessary (von 

der Porten, 2012; MacKinnin & Derrickson, 2012).  

Protecting spaces that are important for sustenance or culture is imperative to Indigenous 

ways of life. However, non-indigenous worldviews often fail to acknowledge this importance in 

the field of disaster and emergency management (Verhaeghe et. al., 2019). Food security for 

Indigenous communities often relies on seasonal abundance, predictable rainfall and snowpack, 

habitat for wildlife that is hunted or fished, and predictable weather for travel (Turner & Clifton, 

2009). Indigenous practices also make decisions in consideration of seven generations back and 

forward, with special value placed on Elders, a group that is high risk in disasters, but for whom 

First Nations are known to excel at caring for (Turner & Clifton, 2009; Canadian Red Cross, 

2007). Further, Indigenous communities are more attentive to changes in climate than their urban 

counterparts and they have cumulative knowledge that science struggles to gather, as the latter is 

limited by funding and timing (Turner & Clifton, 2009; MacKinnon& Derickson, 2012). There is 

also strength in Indigenous training models that utilize cross-generational oral teaching methods. 

These methods have been proven to work over millennium and could prove beneficial to the 

field of disaster and emergency management if given the space to contribute (Turner & Clifton, 

2009. 

Agrawal argues that “perceptions of risk are significant in the decision-making process” 

(2018, p. 295). This is a view which may conflict with the western concept that truth is owned by 

science and not locals (Scandlyn et. al., 2013). However, risk acceptance is variable, dependent 
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on individuals, communities and cultures, so understanding various group’s perspective is 

needed before one can evaluate their needs. Risk perception is also made in the context of 

limited and uncertain information (Agrawal, 2018). Professionalization of risk means that it’s no 

longer in folk discourse. This shifts responsibility and leads to the assumption by experts that the 

public cannot understand technical information, creating a technical elite. The dichotomy 

between technical (science, experts, depersonalized) rationality and cultural (context, tradition, 

impacts) rationality is evident across the field of emergency management (Barnes, 2002). In sum, 

Indigenous knowledge systems remain repressed or excluded “unless they assimilate to dominant 

worldviews” (Martin et. al., 2020, p.27). However, mathematical process fails to account for 

social context while giving the pretense of accuracy (Barnes, 2002).  

In British Columbia, there are several after-action reports that show the work undertaken 

by First Nations specific to wildfire response had been not acknowledged and, in some cases, 

had been thwarted by provincial-level emergency response (Verhaeghe et. al., 2019; Abbot & 

Chapman, 2018; House of Commons, 2018).  The Indigenous community leaders and the 

provincial responders were not set up to work with each other, and consistently failed to connect 

in terms of prioritization, understanding and approach (Verhaeghe et. al., 2019; Abbot & 

Chapman, 2018; House of Commons, 2018). This frustration culminated with evacuated 

Indigenous peoples being devalued and facing racism in the process (Abbot & Chapman, 2018). 

The reports had many recommendations for improvement, but paramount among them was that 

First Nations needed to be full partners in emergency management. 
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Based on the work in this area, it is evident that worldview influences both an 

individual’s and an organization’s definition, level of engagement and approach to disaster and 

emergency management, including what they prioritize and who they work with.  

Collaborative Risk Management  

The understanding of how First Nations work in a space of self-determination and self-

governance is still developing within the dominant professional space of emergency 

management. Given this context, understanding how to use collaboration as a tool in 

reconciliation is important, although it may not be enough. For this study, a collaboration will be 

defined as a long-term relationship between governments or organizations, which displays 

cultural understanding, sharing of resources, interdependency and shared risk (von der Porten & 

de Loe, 2013; Martin, Nolte & Vitolo, 2016). It is important to acknowledge in the case of First 

Nations working with municipal, provincial or federal levels of government, that there are 

cultural practices that differ between the two groups and the collaboration processes themselves 

may be viewed as an instrument of colonization (von der Porten & de Loe, 2013). Honoring and 

respecting the self-determination of First Nations includes treating them as governments and not 

stakeholders; processes designed for engaging stakeholders collaboratively are not likely to work 

in this context (von der Porten & de Loe, 2013). True collaboration in this circumstance requires 

working together in person, with meaningful collaboration in creation of the initiative, goal 

making, decision-making and implementation processes, which is something more involved than 

reviewing results or intentions of a project with a stakeholder (von der Porten & de Loe, 2013). 

Further, First Nations need to be treated as independent governments and acknowledged as 

unique from one another (von der Porten & de Loe, 2013). 
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Across all levels of government there are some groups and individuals responding to the 

opportunity to embrace First Nations in government-to-government relations, however the 

approach is inconsistent (Barry, 2012). Those who are embracing the opportunity are finding that 

successful relations create deeper bonds that build streamlined processes and opportunity for 

shared policy goals (Barry, 2012). First Nations are also finding that their own involvement in 

committees can give them beneficial access to information, relationships and experience in the 

policy field (Barry, 2012). This ongoing recognition that collaboration can be effective for all 

parties has the potential to impact the way that risk is managed moving forward.  

Risk management is not a product, but an ongoing effort that includes considerations for 

identification of hazards and vulnerabilities in order to facilitate readiness and planning for 

disasters or emergencies (Public Safety Canada, 2020; Cardona, 2004). Part of that constant 

process moving forward needs to include a coordinated system that is built on Indigenous values 

(Yumagulova, 2019). Each community and organization has strengths, which can be leveraged to 

help their neighbors if collaboration is effectively exercised. (Turner & Clifton, 2009; Barry, 

2012; Lambert, 2014; Abbot & Chapman, 2018).  The practice of managing risk collaboratively 

should be comprehensive, progressive, risk-driven, forward-thinking, integrated, collaborative, 

coordinated, flexible, and professional (International Association of Emergency Management, 

2007; Johnson & Hayashi, 2012).  

The current trend in risk management puts pressure on individuals, communities and 

community leadership to have resilience, something that indemnifies the state (Cretney, 2014). 

The process can also include identification of vulnerabilities however, the literature also calls 

into question the utility of vulnerability framing as it may influence power dynamics (Wisner, 
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2004; Ellemor, 2005). Access is defined as one of the key factors to resilience; this is primarily a 

systemic issue of access to resources and capabilities at the individual and household level, but 

can be enabled by communities working together (Wisner et. al., 2003; Cutter et. al., 2008). 

Diversification and development of extended networks are also proven strategies (Wisner et. al., 

2003). However, despite the mounting evidence, Indigenous Knowledge and engagement 

“remains marginalized and struggles for acceptance” (Lambert, 2014, p. 40). The fact that it 

should be merged with risk modelling is a growing acknowledgement and one that needs to be 

strongly considered moving forward (Abbot & Chapman, 2018; Public Safety Canada, 2019). 

These conditions suggest that in the context of reconciliation, collaboration is a tool that, 

if used in a manner that supports Indigenous values and the goals of self-determination, can be 

used to support the ongoing efforts of risk management at the community and regional level.  

Summary 

There are significant areas of opportunity for engaging the resilience of First Nations in 

disaster and emergency management to the benefit of all communities. Part of this solution will 

be ensuring there is a future that is respectful of the people who have been on this land since time 

immemorial. This is particularly important because Indigenous peoples have been put in 

vulnerable positions through systemic marginalization and oppressive policies that limit their 

access to support. However, their connection and knowledge of the land, along with their 

approach to respecting the environment are in line with adaptability and mitigation efforts that 

the field regularly acknowledges as important. The transfer of Indigenous knowledge has been a 

tool for cross-generational training for millennia. Additionally, the knowledge systems support 

planning and resilience initiatives through recognition of fragility, the need for contingencies and 
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innovation in the face of challenge or change (Turner & Clifton, 2009). The concepts of 

collective decision making, relational accountability and reciprocity lend themselves well to best 

practices for recovery, but are missing in current response regimes. The conceptual framework 

presented in this literature review will be used throughout the research, to ground the work that 

seeks understand how and why KFN manages the risk they face from flooding, in an area where 

there are many organizations with a variety of interests.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology and Methods  

 

 Chapter three will review the processes undertaken for this research project. It will start 

with restating the research question, followed by positioning the researcher’s worldview as a 

critical element of the work. It will then explore both case study and Indigenous research 

methodologies that informed the research process. Finally, it will detail the methods used in the 

collection, management and analysis of data.  

Research Question  

 How does KFN, in the context of self-determination and self-government within Canada, 

manage the risk associated to flooding? KFN’s primary residence is on McMillan Island that sits 

in the Fraser River. Each spring they face the risk of freshet flooding when the snow melt 

combines with increased rainfall and warm temperatures. Additionally, the risks have increased 

over the past three decades due to climate change. At the same time, there is an international 

movement to recognize the scarring impact of colonialism on Indigenous peoples and solidify 

their right to self-determination. In Canada, part of this movement has been self-governance 

whereby the power of systemically colonial governance structures are reduced within 

communities. This study will explore the context around KFN and their vulnerability to flooding. 

It will also look at the measures they have in place and what they are developing, to ensure the 

community is resilient when the river rises. The research questions will explore:  

1. Why and how does KFN face flooding? What role have colonial policies had in creating 

the current state? 
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2. How does KFN’s worldview and priorities relate to other entities (government 

departments, other First Nations, industry and associations) working in the space of 

flooding on the Fraser River?  

3. How does KFN participate and collaborate with the other organizations to understand the 

risk of flooding and the various roles and responsibilities of each?   

4. What opportunities exist to increase community preparedness and resilience at KFN, as it 

relates to flooding?  

Researcher’s Worldview  

This research will focus on context in order to find opportunities that could positively 

impact KFN’s approach to flood management and has been approached with their permission, 

every step of the way. The foundational concepts of this research explore ideas around flood 

management and emergency management, including the systems that support them both 

historically and in current day. This research aligns with an Indigenous research paradigm, in 

that it aspires to not insert an external outlook, nor promulgate negative stereotypes (Wilson, 

2008; Smith, 1999). I find my worldview matches that of Indigenous research paradigms and 

lends itself to constructivism in the belief that there are many realities, each dependent on the 

individual, location and time, so the goal of research is to come together to create a mutual 

reality (Wilson, 2008). My axiology, which is the ethics and morals that guide my search for 

knowledge, is also in line with the belief that research needs to improve the reality of participants 

for it to have value and give joint control over the knowledge that is created (Wilson, 2008; 

Smith, 1999). An Indigenous worldview values relational accountability and ways of being that 
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are reciprocal, respectful and responsible (Wilson, 2008; Wilson, 2020; Smith, 1999). I commit 

to honoring these values throughout the research process (Kovach, 2009). It is with this 

worldview, that I have become part of the process in the role of researcher, influencing the way 

that data is received, analyzed and presented. A description of how I came to this work and my 

connection to KFN, is provided in Appendix 1. It should give some insight into the bias that I 

have brought to the role of researcher.  

Research Methodologies: Case Study and Indigenous Research  

Research methodology outlines how knowledge is gained, constructed and preserved 

(Wilson, 2008; Smith, 1999). This study has primarily used case study methodology but has also 

been guided by Indigenous research methodologies at every step of the process. The purpose of a 

case study is to develop an in-depth understanding of a complex issue within the context of real-

life (Creswell & Posh, 2018; Baxter & Jack, 2008). This approach aligned with the objective of 

this study as it aimed to understand the context around which KFN is managing the flood risk, 

for the purpose of supporting improvement in the area of disaster and emergency management to 

increase community resilience. A case study is also best utilized when the research aims to 

understand ‘how ’and ‘why ’(Baxter & Jack, 2008; Yin, 2014). This study has sought to 

understand the contributing factors as to how and why KFN faces flood risk as they do today, for 

the purpose of identifying a path forward.  

It is important to note that the research question and everything that followed was a co-

creation between myself and KFN. I approached contacts at KFN with a request to work with 

them on this thesis in the spring of 2020. At that time, I had an initial idea for what the research 

could look at, but the primary intent was to do work that had practical benefit to KFN. KFN 
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responded to the request favorably, asking that I focus the work in the space of flooding. With 

that decided, we undertook several discussions and iterations to create the research questions for 

this study. The methodologies of case study and indigenous research were selected to support the 

objectives of the project.   

 This work is a revelatory case study that explores the history of flood risk creation and 

management for KFN. A key element of a case study is how it is bound, or defined (Yin, 2014; 

Creswell & Posh, 2018). This study has been bound by focusing on KFN, their position on the 

Fraser River and their risk of flooding. Further, although it explored some history to enrich the 

context, the focus has been on using that history to build an understanding for the purposes of 

informing the future. The objective of finding a path forward in managing risk associated to 

flooding, has limited the scope of the project. The case was further bound by the use of 

propositions, which will be explored in the methods section of this proposal.  

 The study will honor Indigenous research paradigms by applying the concept of relational 

accountability: “Everything must be seen in context of the relationships it represents” (Wilson, 

2008, p.43). The work intends to appreciate and expand on resources already present within KFN 

and other groups in the flood management and emergency management space by creating shared 

knowledge for all participants and will not offer solutions as an outside party (Wilson, 2008; 

Smith, 1999). The hope is that the process of the research will strengthen relational 

accountability and identify shared interests or opportunities (Wilson, 2008).  

Methods of Inquiry and Analysis 

Propositions 
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The role of propositions in a case study is to help limit the scope and provide a blueprint for 

the study (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Yin, 2014). They are declarations, supported by literature in the 

field, that provide rationale and direction for what is being explored (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Yin, 

2014). For this study the propositions were born out of an initial literature review and formulated 

as assumptions I was therefore making about what I would find as I entered into this research. 

These propositions relate back to the research question by positioning the findings and analysis 

in relation to the role of colonialism, collaboration, worldview and community.  The propositions 

for this study are as follows: 

1. While lived experiences will never be shared, putting the value of relationship at the 

forefront of any engagement has been recognized as effective for both academic research 

and disaster and emergency management practices.  

2. A review of antecedent conditions such as social systems, built environment, natural 

systems, inherent vulnerability and inherent resilience, will show that a significant flood 

affecting McMillan Island, where KFN primarily resides, will present a significant test to 

KFN, making their work in mitigation and preparation for flooding of crucial importance 

to their resilience (Cutter et. al., 2008). 

3. Communities and their leaders are the primary responders to emergencies and are the 

better positioned than other levels of government, to know what is needed for recovery 

and resilience of the people in all phases of emergency management.  
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4. Worldview influences both an individual’s and an organization’s definition, level of 

engagement and approach to disaster and emergency management, including what they 

prioritize and who they work with.  

5. In the context of reconciliation, collaboration is a tool that, if used in a manner that 

supports Indigenous values and the goals of self-determination, can be used to support the 

ongoing efforts of risk management at the community and regional level. 

Units of Analysis  

KFN and external participant groups were treated as two separate units of analysis within the 

same case. For each unit of analysis, there were two types of data collected.  
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Participants 

The binding of the study and units of analysis are staples of a case study and inherently 

limit potential participants (Yin, 2014). For this research there were 3 key experts from KFN and 

6 key experts from external organizations in the field that were interviewed.  Participants were 

identified by KFN, as co-creators of the project, through an approach that aligns with snowball 

sampling method. Externally, participants were drawn from the following organizations: 

Indigenous Services Canada (ISC), Emergency Management British Columbia (EMBC), 

Ministry of Forests, Lands, Natural Resource Operations & Rural Development (FLNRORD), 

the Township of Langley (TOL) and the Emergency Planning Secretariat (EPS).   

Data Collection 

The hallmark of a case study is data collection from multiple sources (Baxter & Jack, 

2008, Yin, 2014). This study collected data from both interviews and documents. The goal of 

collecting data from multiple sources is to find opportunities for triangulation, where multiple 

sources confirm a piece of information. This is problematic, as Indigenous methodologies value 

each piece of information as unique and holding information in itself (Baxter & Jack, 2008, Yin, 

2014, Wilson, 2008). So while multiple sources supporting one point are utilized where possible 

to confer academic rigor, that principle has not excluded information for the purposes of this 

study (Yin, 2014). Data collection has been an iterative and interactive process developed over 

several months with the input of many participants and evaluated in a way to privilege the voice 

of KFN (Tobin & Begley, 2004, Kovach, 2009, Smith, 1999).  
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 The interviews were held between November 2020 and January 2021 with subject matter 

experts from KFN and external participants who work in the space of emergency management 

along the Fraser River. The interviews took approximately two hours each and were semi-

structured to ensure they were culturally appropriate and provided the opportunity for participant 

storytelling (Smith, 1999). The structure of the interview also supported the exploratory nature of 

the study and provided the opportunity to garner a deeper understanding of the context around 

KFN as it relates to flooding (interview guide found in Appendix 2). Interviews are a social 

construction, coauthored by the interviewer and the interviewee (Kvale, 1998; Smith, 1999). Not 

only were the interviews a mechanism to collect information and data points, but they also were 

a sharing of ideas whereby the discussion was enabled to build upon or create new concepts 

(Wilson, 2008; Martin & Rossman, 2016).  

 The second step was a document review. There were 11 documents reviewed; they 

included pictures, checklists and reports shared by KFN, a draft Fraser Basin Council flood 

strategy, publicly available Provincial plans and guidelines and several other key documents 

shared by participants. The purpose of this step was to validate what was learned in the 

interviews; however, it also provided more data for understanding the context and helped 

identify areas for future opportunity. This review was conducted by the researcher. The data was 

collected and organized in line with the research question and propositions, just as the interview 

data was; then it was coded into sub themes.  

 Due to the risk of the COVID-19 pandemic in the community, safety of the participants 

and researcher meant that all data was collected remotely. Zoom video conferencing, phone calls, 

emails and a shared document folder with KFN for their documents were utilized.  
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Data Management & Analysis  

Interview data was collected by voice or video recorder and transcribed by the researcher.  

Field notes were also made, and focused on researcher perspective as well as key ideas from 

each interaction. Document data along with the recordings were stored in the researcher’s 

computer in their own folder and backed up on an external drive and will be kept for a minimum 

of five years (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  Data was transferred by idea into a data analysis tool, 

removing specific names of participants and labelling them by analysis and collection units they 

belong to (eg. KFN Interview, External Interview, Document).  Information was stored in table 

format and broken down by proposition and unit for analysis (see tables 1, 2 and 3). The coding 

for how the data was collected was important in providing context, because who is making a 

statement is part of the meaning (Wilson, 2008).   

Table 1:  

Sample Participant Coding Legend  

 

This format for organizing the data emphasized the role of the propositions in the analysis 

phase which is in line with explanation building (Yin, 2014). The data was first coded to each 

associated proposition, then within each proposition, the data was analyzed further for discovery 
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of sub-themes. The data created the sub themes, allowing the data itself to identify patterns or 

emerging concepts (Yin, 2014). Fortunately the propositions are broad enough that all the data fit 

into the initial theming, however not all the sub themes and data were able to be represented in 

the findings section of this paper. The sub-themes and findings then represented in this work 

were selected either because they had been raised by a number of participants, or because they 

represented Indigenous voices.  

Table 2:  

Sample Coding Legend (sub-themes not included) 

  



  42 

 

 

Table 3:  

Sample Data Analysis Tool 

 

 

Indigenous research paradigms question the process of breaking down data into small bits 

for analysis, because that breaks the relationships (Wilson, 2008). Instead, the researcher must 

find a way to look at all the data, and recognize the relationships in between and holistically 

(Wilson, 2008). So, although analyzing pieces of anonymized data was part of the process, part 

of the vetting process has been going back to the initial data collection and reviewing that for any 

discrepancies in what ideas emerged during the analysis phase. It also involved identification of 

any areas where context was lost through the anonymization of the data, so that context could be 

added back into the final report where needed.  

Indigenous research methodologies highlight that “relationships in research are built not 

only between researcher and individual participants, but also among the participants themselves 

and the ideas that are being discussed” (Wilson, 2008). In Western research paradigms, the initial 

story is told by the interviewee and the final story is told by the researcher (Kvale, 1998). While 

this is still true for this project, KFN, as a co-creator in this project, has been engaged in 

reviewing the findings with the researcher (Kovach, 2009). In a four hour meeting, I presented 

the initial findings along with the ideas and opportunities that emerged as potential 
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recommendations. The discussion helped adjust and form the recommendations to ensure that 

they were not coming from an external perspective, but were a co-creation that had practical 

application (Smith, 1999; Kovach, 2009). Additionally, all KFN participants, external 

participants and a KFN Council member, who has emergency management accountabilities but 

hadn’t been a participant, have been given an opportunity to review the draft pre-defense thesis 

to provide comment or participate in redirection as needed.  

Ethical Considerations   

 This study’s findings have been directly influenced by the perspectives of the researcher 

and participants. It is important to note here that I am also a participant of the study (Wilson, 

2008; Smith, 1999).  

The most important ethical consideration is that no harm is done during the research 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Kovach, 2009). Because Indigenous peoples have been subjected to 

poor research methods in the past, caring for the community has been a primary consideration in 

this research. Indigenous communities are now taking control over research topics and ensuring 

that it is done by and for Indigenous people (Wilson, 2008; Smith, 1999). To account for this, the 

study has ensured relational accountability is honored by being reciprocal, respectful and 

responsible throughout the process (Wilson, 2020). It also requires joint control over the 

knowledge that is shared (Smith, 1999). Further, the research project has been co-created with 

KFN and had approval from KFN’s Chief and Council before any work commenced.   

Power imbalances are acknowledged throughout the study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

History makes them undeniable and unavoidable, which is why incorporating Indigenous 
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research methods has been important. Indigenous peoples are the most studied in the world, and 

Western research has been used to gain superiority and dismiss the ‘other’ (Smith, 1999). The 

goal is not to compare standards, and no approach to a problem has been be held up as better 

than the other. This paper has sought to privilege Indigenous voices and ensure KFN have 

control over the framing of how any discoveries are presented (Smith, 1999; Kovach, 2009). 

This said, I have also been conscious of my own bias and role throughout the process and 

continually explored how it is influencing the space. I have attempted to address my outsider 

status and privilege by acknowledging it, seeking to notice it and privileging Indigenous voices 

wherever I can. This said, even as I do final reviews on the project, I am still catching my bias to 

the material and attempting to mitigate by seeking alternative perspectives that privilege an 

Indigenous voice. Whenever I am doubt of what I am presenting, I go back to the Indigenous 

voices I have heard through this research to ground the work.   

Protecting participants with anonymity is ideal in research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

However, Indigenous methodologies find that confidentiality is not culturally appropriate 

because who is telling the story is part of the story itself and they are the rightful owners of that 

story (Kovach, 2009, Wilson, 2008). There are portions of this study that have benefited from 

identifying which organization was making the statement, something that was made clear to 

participants through the consent process. Additionally, where possible, findings have been 

reported in the original storyteller’s own words, so as to avoid misinterpretation by the author 

and to respect the manner in which the information was relayed.  Because this study has only 

interviewed a limited number of participants anonymity has been more difficult. It was explained 

in the consent process that anonymity may not be preserved in this study. To account for that, 
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participants have been given opportunity to review the work before it is finalized to confirm their 

ongoing consent (Marshal & Rossman, 2016; Smith, 1999; Kovach, 2009). 

Summary 

The research process is the product and the researcher is simply the storyteller (Wilson, 

2008). This research will therefore not draw conclusions or make an argument, but share 

information and connect ideas (Wilson, 2008). Sharing knowledge is a key consideration in my 

research process. Relationships are the most important part of Indigenous culture; therefore 

research has to be accountable to people, ideas and the relational space in between (Wilson, 

2020).  Data is not knowledge, it’s how we organize it that creates knowledge, and wisdom 

comes from putting knowledge into action (Wilson, 2020). The intent of my research is to work 

with all participants and inspire knowledge sharing between them. If that happens by the end of 

the study, I will consider it a success. Further, by creating relationships through the research 

process, I expect that the learning will not stop at the report’s completion but that there will be 

opportunity for ongoing connection in the future.  
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Chapter 4: Findings  

 Chapter four will reveal what has been found by this research. The first section will 

present the background information that was gathered throughout and which provides an 

understanding of the context in which KFN faces flood risk today. The next sections will then 

present the findings as they related to each of the five propositions for this study.  

Background  

 This research elicited findings that help understand the context and history of how and 

why Kwantlen First Nation face risks from the flooding of the Fraser River. This chronology has 

been compiled through the stories of KFN participants, honoring the tradition of oral history, and 

it has been refined by the co-creators at KFN, honoring Indigenous research. It will also offer a 

description of who is working in the space of flood management and emergency management 

along the Fraser River.  

 KFN has lived on and cared for the land, in what is currently known as, Langley and 

beyond, since time immemorial. Historically, their primary villages were in, what is now known 

as New Westminster and on the North Bluffs of what is now called Surrey. An important site for 

them was Qiqéyt which was a significant and permanent fishing village, where KFN once had a 

longhouse, on the North side of the river under where the Pattullo Bridge now stands. They also 

had seasonal and permanent villages on the North side of the Fraser along the tributaries, 

Whonnock and Stave Rivers. When the Hudson’s Bay Company established a location in the 

Fort Langley area, KFN began to interact more with their activities. KFN controlled trade from 

Indigenous populations to the settlers who lived in the Fort, and traded their own goods, such as 

smoked fish. By all accounts this was a successful partnership for KFN at the time. However, as 
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time progressed and colonial systems of governance impeded their ways of life, KFN faced a 

different future.  

KFN’s traditional territory is wide reaching, but for the purposes of this paper, we are 

focusing on what is called Indian Reserve 6 or McMillan Island, one of Kwantlen’s current six 

reserve lands.  This is where KFN primarily resides and operates from today.  Reserve creation 

by the federal government created significant barriers and excluded abilities for the Kwantlen to 

access several known seasonal and permanent village areas within its vast traditional 

territory.  Even reserves that were once set aside, such as those set aside for the Kwantlen (then 

known as the Langley Indian Band) in areas along the Fraser River in North Surrey and New 

Westminster (IR’s 7 and 8) were later surrendered and sold by the federal government, limiting 

the area for Kwantlen member use and habitation in these areas.   Over time, and as the twentieth 

century proceeded, the Kwantlen reserve at McMillan Island became the main village and 

residential area for the Kwantlen people, who traditionally would have used and accessed many 

other village areas and seasonal encampments within their territory at different times and 

seasons.  Since then, they have faced the threat of freshet flooding each year.  In traditional, pre-

reserve creation times, the KFN community would leave the village sites on the banks of the 

Fraser and move to higher grounds for the freshet season, returning to McMillan Island to use it 

as a seasonal fishing camp and as settlement came, for trading with the European 

settlers.  Traditional knowledge also notes Brae Island, which is immediately adjacent to 

McMillan Island, as a part of prior settlements.  It is important because it was the site of 

Kwantlen’s last known potlatch in 1940’s, making it a culturally significant location.  
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Kwantlen translates to Tireless Runner and this is a true reflection of who the Nation is as 

a people. Although much of their history and language has been lost at the hands of colonial 

systems, such as the Residential School System and application of the Indian Act, they have 

remained a resilient people who have tirelessly pushed for protection of their people, culture and 

lands. This is evident in how they have approached the risk of flooding from the Fraser. In 1948 

they faced the worst flood in memory, forcing the evacuation of all residents. A KFN participant 

said “when it flooded in 1948 … we were treated less than cattle, our people here on McMillan 

Island, we were treated like shit.”  An elder of the community remembers that rescuers came 

with intentions of moving the cattle off the island, with little consideration for the people. The 

people themselves would later be housed in a barn alongside livestock and forbidden from 

attending a dance that was held in that same barn while they were ushered into a small space to 

stay hidden. When they returned home after the water had receded, they faced silt covered homes 

and infiltrated well water systems with no support for clean-up or recovery (Watt, 2006).  

The next flood of note was in 1972. It was described by a KFN community member in 

the following way: 

We had some houses that were in low lying areas and their house was flooded. I think it 

was maybe two or three maybe at that time that were flooded, cause I was young, maybe 

12, and you know we were wading into the kitchen in water and our boots were filling up 

with water trying to get things out that were important to my aunt… What I noticed is, it 

seemed like the water from the Fraser river when it hit up the head of the island, it was 

almost like it was splitting in half and pushing the water through, …so it just seemed like 

it was not just the Fraser River, the River was trying to split the island, that’s what it 
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seemed like to me… My dad always said, the river wants to go where the river wants to 

go. And it was making its trail…Because we couldn’t stop it from coming that way, from 

coming down the middle. So what I was afraid, if we didn’t get the head of the island 

fixed, it would have maybe separated the island and all the houses would have flooded 

coming that way, from that way, from both sides, or three sides 

The East end of the island had always been subject to erosion, and it is a hazard that 

would continue until a structural mitigation project, effectively designed, could take place.  At 

one time, the East end of the island had been an orchard, but only a few trees remain today as 

most have been lost to the power of the river’s erosion (the estimated erosion from 1938 – 2008 

was about 36.4 ha or 21% of the land on the east side of Glover Rd). Over the following decades, 

Grand Chief Joe Gabriel would seek help from the Indian Agents to stop the erosion. However, 

with no success, he turned to industry and allowed log booms on the island, hoping that they 

would help slow the flow of the river in the areas most vulnerable to erosion. In the1970’s a 

structural mitigation project took place in the worst area however the importance of monitoring 

and maintenance was not known so over time the protection failed. In the 1990s there were two 

mitigation projects that would help stave off the impact of flooding on homes, but neither project 

decreased the rate of erosion nor the issue of water seepage. These projects created a ring dike 

around the main settlement area by raising Gabriel Road and building a dike on the backside 

(north) of the majority of the homes on the island as part of ISC Urgent Flood Mitigation Works.  

Flooding was again anticipated in 2007 and ISC (then called Indigenous and Northern 

Affairs Canada [INAC]) took on a paternalistic role, executing a number of emergency works 

through a consultant, without involving the community or leadership in the decision making. 
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They created a berm around a house on the north side of the island that had a low point which 

trapped water into the space providing little actual protection; they also put geoteck bags at the 

head of the island to protect from erosion, which floated down the river because they were not 

designed for that purpose; and they built up banks along Sqwa’lets Channel at Glover Road 

(which separates McMillan from Brae Island). Fortunately, a significant forecasted flooding 

event did not occur in 2007, however McMillan Island did experience flooding in 2012. The 

bank on the south side of the island along the Bedford Channel was overtopped and water 

flooded the fields, park, administration building and Head Start building that are all south of 

Gabriel Lane. For this event, several members were also evacuated, although in the end their 

homes were not impacted, with one exception (the home that INAC had put the berm around in 

2007). In 2018 and 2020, there were also flood modelling forecasts that suggested McMillan 

Island would be at risk. In 2018 the community sandbagged around the KFN administration 

building, supported by the local municipality and volunteers. It has subsequently been 

determined that this measure would have been ineffective to the actual impact of the higher 

waters which is seepage into structures from saturated ground that results from the higher water 

table. In 2020, the primary actions taken were monitoring the forecasting and issuing 

communications to community members. In each case, the island was subjected to minor 

flooding in the northeastern bog (wooded area) and on the south bank along the Bedford 

Channel, but neither event impacted community buildings, homes or infrastructure.  

Being the Tireless Runner, in the last two decades KFN has worked on two projects that 

protect McMillan Island from erosion. The first was the installation of groynes, which sit 

perpendicular to the bank, along the Bedford Channel, slowing the flow of water and trapping 
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sediment, sometime around 2005. The second project was installing 1.7 kms of rip rap, which is 

rock placed on the shoreline, between 2017 and 2018 to protect the north east portion of the 

island, effectively delaying the most significant risk of erosion that threatens to split the island.  

Each project has mitigated the erosion in these areas, but it will be a continual battle for KFN as 

they have to spend time and money annually monitoring and making repairs as necessary. It is 

important to note that the rip rap provided erosion protection and not additional flood protection 

because the rip rap was installed only to the existing top of the bank.   

The below map has been adapted from one provided to KFN through a project on 

flooding. It was created for the project’s community meetings and has been added to, based on 

the findings of this research.  

Map 2:  

McMillan Island’s Erosion, Flood Protection and Flood Notes  

(Adapted from Project no D-C20702.00 flood mitigation plan – McMillan Island IR 06: Flood 

risk mitigation strategy report draft v2.0. by WSP, 2019 [Unpublished report]. Kwantlen First 

Nation. Adapted with permission.) 



  52 

 

 

KFN is not the only community along the river that faces the risk of flooding. For that 

reason, there is a complex web of organizations involved in flood management activities on the 

Fraser, including groups looking at mitigation measures as well as others involved in emergency 

management. As noted in the methodologies section, for the purposes of this study, KFN 

requested that the research consider the role and activities of following groups: Indigenous 

Services Canada (ISC), the Province of British Columbia Emergency Management (EMBC) and 

Forest, Lands, Natural Resource Operations and Rural Development (FLNRORD), Fraser Basin 

Council (FBC), Township of Langley (TOL) and the Emergency Planning Secretariat (EPS). The 

following descriptions of their role was collected through the interview process.  

ISC has a long history in Canada, but in general this department (through several name 

changes) have been the administrators of the Indian Act and responsible for government relations 

with Indigenous peoples of Canada. Their responsibilities have shifted many times over the 
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years, and in more recent decades they have stepped away from direct involvement in emergency 

response to give space for First Nations self-governance. They have also deferred management 

of funds to the province through a bilateral agreement. For the purposes of flooding on the Fraser 

today, they have responsibilities to distribute funding for mitigation works to First Nations, 

including those at risk along the Fraser River.  

The province of BC has two departments that work directly in this space. EMBC has 

overall accountability for emergency management in the province, including administration of 

the bilateral and tripartite agreements as they relate to emergency management for First Nations. 

These agreements touch on emergency management mechanisms for preparedness, response and 

recovery. Although EMBC provides some resources to response and recovery, their primary 

functions are coordination of information and reimbursement of eligible expenses. FLNRORD 

has responsibility for flood management and response in the province. During response, they sit 

in the planning section of the Provincial Regional Emergency Operations Centre (PREOC) and 

operate the Flood Assessment Unit that local authorities and First Nations can access for just-in-

time assistance with their response approach. This department also has a series of other 

accountabilities in mitigation and preparedness including accountability for the Provincial Flood 

Emergency Plan, which was last updated in 2019, taking into account findings from the Abbot & 

Chapman (2018) report. Recently they have undertaken efforts to create Community Binders 

which will contain information regarding the flood risk that specific communities face.  

FBC is a non-profit group that is working with community authorities and partners to 

create a Lower Mainland Flood Management Strategy (LMFMS). Although they were not 

interviewed for this study, their work was discussed by most participants. At this time there is no 
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overarching authority for flood management along the Fraser River, but individual First Nations 

and Local Authorities with accountability for their own management and protection. The FBC’s 

objective is to bring those varying approaches into alignment with an overarching strategy. It is a 

multi-year project that has seen the first draft published at the end of 2020.  

TOL is the neighboring municipality to McMillan Island. As a local authority they 

conduct work in all phases of emergency management as it relates to flooding risk for their 

community. They are a partner of KFN’s through both formal and informal relationships and 

sharing of services.  

EPS is a non-profit organization that was formed in 2019 to provide a Mainland Coast 

Salish (MCS) lens to emergency management in general and specifically to Fraser River flood 

risk for the area. Their mandate is to increase First Nation’s emergency capacity and 

involvement in the process. This includes assisting First Nations with flood mitigation strategies. 

They take their guidance from the 31 MCS Nation’s that would be impacted by the Fraser 

flooding, to help organize and advocate on their behalf, where it is appropriate.  

KFN, as an organization themselves, is worth noting in this space. They are working with 

FBC and EPS on a project to facilitate Flood Risk Assessments for the 31 individual MCS First 

Nations. This will take into account community and cultural values, because while First Nation’s 

face flood risk similarly to local authorities, there are several differences. For example, at KFN it 

is the majority of their infrastructure, community buildings and homes that would be impacted 

by the flood, whereas a local authority is usually only facing impact to a small portion of their 

community and infrastructure. Also, First Nations have culturally and archeologically significant 

sites that could be impacted that are not just on reserve lands but spread throughout the region. 
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They also have a connection to the land and specifically to the importance of the Fraser River for 

their way of life and sustenance in a way that other local authorities do not.  

Findings Related to Proposition 1: Importance of Relationship 

Throughout this research, three findings emerged that relate to relationship. The first is 

the prioritization of community interests, the second is the value of dialogue, and the third is the 

importance of prior relationship.  

Community Prioritization 

One of the most notable findings of this research is that most participants, both KFN and 

external, prioritized community interests as a key to success in this field. When an external 

participant approaches a challenge or a question, often their first instinct is to ask the First 

Nation’s leadership, which is directly impacted, for their perspective and let that guide what the 

next steps are. This consideration indicates that the external participants are not wholly driven by 

the objectives of their own organization, but that they have the space to allow First Nations to 

guide the approach to a problem. This was evident for the TOL when one of their subject matter 

experts stated “our mandate is easy, continue working with the First Nations in our community 

because they are a stakeholder and we value those relationships. We’re very fortunate that way.”  

However, this was more evident for external participants that work with multiple First Nations as 

a result of their organizational mandate. The external participants in that situation are the most 

likely to be both personally and organizationally driven to account for First Nation’s perspectives 

as a matter of practice. For those organizations with less direct and regular involvement with 

First Nations, the initiative to focus on First Nation interests often seems driven by the 
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individual(s) in the role and their recognition of the value that First Nation’s perspective can 

provide rather than by a broader, overarching organizational mandate.  

Dialogue 

The value of dialogue, through both speaking and listening, was apparent in the interview 

findings. The key element of dialogue noted was a strong commitment to listening that reinforces 

the opportunity to learn from each other. Similar to a community priority, dialogue can also lead 

to the First Nation having opportunity to influence a collective approach to a problem instead of 

being left out or left following. Several discussions with external participants around this showed 

that the individuals recognize systemic colonial impacts and are sometimes consciously 

disrupting previously normalized approaches, as noted by the ISC participant when they said, 

“You’ve got to listen, you’ve got to learn, honestly and eventually you’ll get a perspective.” 

Several interviews, both with KFN and external participants, also highlighted the value of First 

Nation’s working with each other through open dialogue. In this case, sharing information 

promotes the creation of shared knowledge between First Nation’s that if appropriate, can extend 

to non-Indigenous groups as well. The value placed on two way dialogue by participants also 

showed recognition that the field of practice is small and every group faces similar challenges. 

This means there is value in having opportunity to discover others’ solutions through the simple 

process of dialogue. A KFN community and staff member reiterated this point when they said,  

It’s so important and always listening. And my dad said, always listen, because it’s so 

important … if this person doesn’t talk and if they said something you better make sure 

you’re listening, because they don’t talk at all. So I always made sure my ears were wide 

open, especially when it came to emergencies because there are certain things that I heard 
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from our members and I never even thought of that. So listening and learning is every 

day for me. If anyone has a better idea or an easier idea, I would be all for it. 

Prior Relationship  

Finally, the importance of prior relationships became evident in the interviews. In 

particular, participants noted that strong bonds between people were rooted in trust, transparency 

and respect. Almost every participant (both KFN and external) spoke of how their willingness to 

help is amplified when there is a prior relationship with the person calling for assistance or 

guidance. One external emergency management professional described it as  

When it comes to interagency relationships for me it means that comfort and trust is 

there; that at 8pm at night somebody can phone me and say I’ve got a problem and I can 

say, in my mind that I know who that person is and I understand who they are, and so I 

understand what exactly. Okay this is real and I’m there 100% to be there for them. Trust 

is everything in collaboration and building a foundation and being able to both ways 

…because it is a dialogue, it is a two way dialogue so being able to help each other; I 

truly feel that I have a good working relationship. 

As the quote indicates, it is helpful if there is an understanding of what an individual or their 

organization’s role is and an appreciation of the limitations of that. At the same time however, 

participants are generally willing to wade into grey areas and give informal guidance if there is a 

prior relationship built on trust and transparency.  
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Findings Related to Proposition 2: Antecedent Conditions 

 The primary antecedent conditions that are impacting KFN’s exposure and vulnerability 

to flooding are rooted in colonialism. The findings show that colonial systems persist today in 

ways that exacerbate the risk. There are qualities of resilience at KFN that are apparent, but this 

does not change the fact that the community continues to face the risk both now and in the 

future.  

Colonialism  

 The most significant impact of colonialism is what was lost to the communities, which is 

something KFN participants shared with this research through interviews. As children, 

Indigenous people in Canada were stolen away to residential schools, taken away by their loved 

ones to hide from this fate, or swept up in the Sixties Scoop.  A KFN leader described how they 

lost connection to their Elders, culture, language and history. This was expressed several times, 

but particularly when they said they “lost the history, didn’t get to talk to Grandma, Grandpa, 

because they were both gone by the time we moved back.” As the Reserve Section of the Indian 

Act forcibly placed First Nations into small parcels of land, they also lost connection with their 

traditional territories. The KFN leader expressed frustration of this by saying “because they 

always tell us, the Elders, the land can teach you; Well, if you’ve been pushed off the land how 

the hell.” As noted earlier, KFN had a wide expanse where they would fish and hunt, and care 

for the land as it would care for them. Through ongoing colonial systems, KFN has also lost care 

and control of what is important to them, as a people connected to the river and the land. One 

KFN participant specifically spoke of how the Kwantlen people relied on the Fraser for 

centuries; they would fish seasonally, cognizant of letting enough fish run the river for spawning 
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before taking what they needed to feed their communities and to participate in trade. A young 

sturgeon could feed a whole community. The first salmon of a season remains a ceremonial 

event of deep contemplation and gratitude for KFN. Now they are restricted from their 

traditional fishing practices, including trade of their catch. They have also been forced to watch 

what a KFN fishing expert described as mismanagement of the habitat, as commercial fishing 

and development practices deplete the finite resources. These resources are not just ones of 

commercial importance for this community, they have cultural importance and the loss of 

abundant ooligan, certain salmon, and the limitations on sturgeon fishing have had a deep 

impact. One KFN leader put it as  

It’s just the way the province has dealt with us and municipalities, these agents of the 

crown… they use all kinds of things on us to get away with an excuse, well it’s for the 

general public use, so it’s okay. You’re just Indians in other words. 

 Colonialism has left other legacies that impact KFN today. Colonial policies restricted 

access to traditional territories of this and other First Nations along the Fraser River and denied 

them the protection of diking, exacerbating disproportionate vulnerabilities between Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous populations (Watt, 2006; Yumagulova, 2020; Fraser Basin Council, 2020). 

As a result, KFN faces the risk of flooding every year while neighboring off-reserve 

communities are far better protected through dykes and higher elevated lands. Although all 

participants interviewed were clear that the most regular issue for McMillan Island residents is 

seepage into basements and crawlspaces; the impact this has had on homeowners and their 

safety, particularly from mold damage cannot be underestimated. Further, systemic approaches 

to managing flooding have typically been single-minded in focus, leaning towards engineering-
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only solutions and overlooking alternatives such as utilization of water storage while restoring 

salmon habitats, which could de-colonialize flood management practices by showing recognition 

of a holistic approach. This was expressed several times in interviews, but particularly with one 

external subject matter expert who spoke of how in First Nations they have a  

family responsibility … to pass down for many generations to protect the land and by just 

looking at things from an engineering perspective, we’re not really getting that, we’re not 

allowing these things to happen… looking at this bigger picture, we want to take all of 

this into account… you have to think about all the different ways this is affecting, how 

did we get in this problem in the first place. There is a colonial perspective there in that 

it’s just flooding and flood management, when in fact it’s a lot more. 

 A relevant piece of present-day colonial impacts are the bilateral agreements between the 

province of BC and the government of Canada that excluded First Nation’s input. One external 

professional who works with First Nations in the area, noted that while there have been 

progressive steps to include First Nations into emergency management practices in recent years, 

and there has been a tripartite agreement to indicate as much, the success of these initiatives are 

not overwhelming. The participant summarized it by saying “all I know is its very unsatisfactory 

for most communities in this area.” In some cases, the agreements have been woefully 

inadequate because they have yet again failed to prioritize an Indigenous perspective to the 

approach. The participant highlighted that the funding intended to help First Nations is being 

funneled through the province as a result of the bilateral agreement, with a lack of accountability 

for results, by stating: “but I guess the concern of the communities is that ISC is giving you our 

money and what are you doing with it? We want to see budgets, we want to see work plans and 
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how this is helping us.” Another professional in the space noted that the federal government has 

to continue to step in to fill the gaps. Several participants noted that the creation of EPS, has also 

been to try to understand the gaps that exist in the current structures. What is apparent is that the 

bilateral, and possibly even the newer tripartite, agreement did not facilitate the creation of an 

environment where First Nations could be equal at the table. It offers First Nations the 

opportunity to get access to equal supports and services, to that of a local authority, without 

acknowledging the myriad of differences and funding inequities between the two. KFN 

participants and several external participants highlighted that First Nations have responsibilities 

akin to all the other three levels of government for their people, without access the same stable 

financial resources or community tax base.  This said, there have been other initiatives that have 

spurred some progress, such as TRC, UNDRIP, the Sendai Framework, and the Draft Principles 

that Guide the Province of BC’s Relationship with Indigenous People. What remains unclear to 

participants though, is how these agreements will be operationalized to support First Nations 

who face exposure to hazards in an unequal manner to their neighbors. One KFN leader talked 

about how “they passed an UNDRIP thing in Victoria, but we don’t know what benefit yet.” An 

example of subsequent policy is the tripartite agreement relating to emergency management, 

between First Nations, the government of Canada and the province of BC, which resulted in few 

tangible improvements. When asked directly, the KFN leader acknowledged that things had 

significantly improved in recent years. However, centuries of colonial impacts have not yet been 

undone and on a daily basis they continue to influence KFN’s position as it relates to flooding.  

Resilience 

One KFN staff member spoke of resilience at KFN by saying: 
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Kwantlen is the tireless runner. Just the resilience… it doesn’t matter through what the 

circumstances are, no matter how horrible things could be, will be just that inherent 

resilience of rising above. For me that really is its greatest strength is its resilience. The 

resilience of the members. 

KFN has advocated for their safety, acted in care of each other and followed their seven 

traditional laws: Generations, Generosity, Humbleness, Health, Happiness, Forgiveness and 

Understanding. This was evidenced in the stories told by KFN participants of a community, past 

and present, who has continued to engage all three levels of government to improve their 

situation. As an example, a KFN participant told a story about their community member’s efforts 

to obtain access to clean drinking water, which followed a similar path to KFN’s fight for better 

erosion protection.  The Island’s residents lived off dirty well water that was always tinged a 

shade of orange. However, after much lobbying through the 1960s, 1970s and beyond, a KFN 

community member noted that they finally,  

got federal funding and then we had our own funding happening so we leveraged a lot. 

And then working with Langley municipality councils then… they turned around and 

believed we were human beings then, so they finally bent and broke and got us water 

over here (estimated as 20 years ago by participant).  

KFN has been confident in their knowledge of the island, resisting unwarranted 

evacuation orders and working with their neighbors to improve lines of communication. This is 

something they undertake by šxʷʔəys / kʷə ctamət which translates to doing things in a good way, 

with a good heart, and good mind. Or as a KFN leader put it “we’re respectful. We do it in a 
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respectful way, which is how you get things done.” 

 KFN members care for each other and the land, which represented in the traditional 

words that they have shared with this research, as being most important to them. KFN speaks 

both Hənqəminəm which is a downriver dialect and Halq'eméylem which is an upriver dialect, so 

these words and phrases are represented in both languages. They are a people that care with 

Letsemot / nə́cəmat, which translates to one heart, one mind.  Each of the three KFN participants 

noted that their greatest strength was the teamwork: ya:yəstəl’/ ya:yestel which translates to 

working together. The leadership and community members follow the seven traditional laws of 

Generosity, Generations, Humbleness, Health, Happiness, Forgiveness and Understanding. This 

is shown as they are xixáɬəmcət tə sʔəyeq ct ʔə tə na təməxʷ ʔiʔ kʷθə syəθs which translates to 

caring for the land and its resources for the benefit of our next generations. KFN is active in 

restoring fish habitats and has helped repopulate elk in the upper Stave region.  

 Flood risk is generally well understood by KFN community members. Several 

participants noted that some of the biggest risks that floods pose is when people do not evacuate 

because they feel safe behind diking. This is not the case with KFN as they explain  

We got scared a couple times, so we’re pretty much ready. We know. Put everything up 

on your second story and we go away for a couple weeks. We’ve accepted that fate. You 

know, historically we would not have picked an island to live on. I mean it could be a 

summer camp, fishing camp, but we’d have a better place to live. Right. If you had a 

good leader we’d be on high ground. Which we did have at Qiqéyt at Surrey, the bluff 
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there was ours and then we had the Stave which is very high ground and the Whonnock 

which is high ground… IR5 is high ground. We’d be living on those parcels, but we got 

stuck here on McMillan and learned to love this island and Langley is good to us and it’s 

pretty hard to leave your home; it’s ingrained in us now. 

Given the risks, KFN has taken steps to lower the potential for damage to their homes, 

infrastructure and fish habitats. They know their island and they know the river, something an 

external professional in the field acknowledged when they said 

The community countered me to say they understood the river, they understood the 

situation, they had an understanding of when they weren’t vulnerable and they have an 

evacuation plan in place; and they have a band office that floods on a regular basis and 

they said they just move the stuff out. So my impression was that they are quite resilient. 

Current Risk  

 KFN faces risk of flooding in several ways, but for the purposes of this research we are 

focusing on freshet as the hazard. Information in this section has come primarily from 

interviews, but also from a report commissioned by KFN in 2019 to understand their flood risk, 

that they shared (WSP, 2019). Although there are other hazards, such as impact from tides, 

upstream dike changes, or upstream dam failures, freshet poses the most significant risk in terms 

of likelihood (WSP, 2019). McMillan Island has three different levels of exposure to freshet; this 

includes seepage, overtopping of the banks and overtopping of the inland ring dike (WSP, 2019). 

Vulnerability to the risk however is something that is more complex and therefore addressed 

throughout all of the findings. One external subject matter expert with a background in flooding, 
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provided an explanation below of the risk assessments used in practice highlighting the distinct, 

yet complex, role that vulnerability plays: 

Ultimately people can get caught up in the moment… resiliency happens here (points to 

heart). If we talked about the elements, what your risk is you have your three elements, 

you have your hazard, your exposure and your vulnerability, your vulnerability is what 

you do inside an event, your vulnerability is how you approach a season, your 

vulnerability is how you deal with the situation that you’re in. That’s your vulnerability 

 Seepage on McMillan Island happens when the water table is high. The risk increases the 

longer the water table is high, as was seen in 2020 with an extended freshet season. Seepage 

occurs in crawlspaces on the island as water seeps in through the concrete. To deal with this risk, 

residents are encouraged to use their crawlspaces sparingly and only store items in rubberized 

totes that can be easily moved. KFN is also in the process of changing their housing policies to 

exclude crawlspaces in future builds.  

 Overtopping of the banks happens with some frequency but looks different depending on 

the year. The north side of the island will experience this issue, storing water in what is called the 

bog, which is a 94 acre wooded area (WSP, 2019). There is only one house in that area, and 

while it has been built to a higher elevation than others, its driveway remains low and is often 

impacted by flooding. Likewise, Willis Way on the south side of the island along the Bedford 

Channel is subject to bank overtopping (WSP, 2019). Further, on bad years, this overtopping 

crosses Willis Way to impact the soccer fields, children’s playground, the KFN administration, 

and Head Start buildings.  
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 The most concerning of the freshet scenarios though, is one where the inland ring dike 

and other highpoints on the island are overtopped. This risk exists in floods that are as small as a 

20-year return flow and increases in likelihood from there, with almost certain dike overtopping 

with a 100-year return flow (WSP, 2019). However, KFN is currently working on a project to 

better understand and get clarity on where the risk of overtopping is for McMillan Island. Not 

only would a flood of this magnitude impact the people living on McMillan island and the 

infrastructure they rely on, but it would also impact and potentially damage the fish habitats 

along the Fraser that have deep importance to KFN (Fraser Basin Council, 2020).  

 Another risk worth noting is the impact that nature and mitigation works could have on 

KFN as risk from upriver is transferred down river (Fraser Basin Council, 2020). The Lower 

Mainland is in a struggle with the nature of the Fraser River. Rivers naturally move over time, 

and by building up on its potential paths, engineering solutions have been deployed to resist its 

movement (Fraser Basin Council, 2020). Part of this increases risk to McMillan Island 

inhabitants as upstream protection works can create an increase of water flow downstream. 

Additionally, these works increase risk to fish habitats. Finally, McMillan Island is a floating 

island, meaning that its silty land base that is subject to risk of erosion, so will require ongoing 

monitoring and maintenance.   

Findings Related to Proposition 3: Communities as Responders  

 The literature review suggested that there are increased efforts to recognize local 

communities as the best suited for responding to disaster; however, the same literature 

questioned whether local governments are resourced for that task and have the capacity to 

undertake all that is expected of them in this role. Key findings related to this proposition 
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emphasized the value of local knowledge, the difficulty of forecasting floods, the importance of 

having response plans and touched on considerations for recovery from a major flood event.    

Value of Local Knowledge 

 KFN has intimate knowledge of McMillan Island. “I know this island, I walked it, I ran 

it, I looked for cows on it, I pretty much know this island” a KFN community and staff member 

explained. In 2018 when media was proclaiming the threat of flood, KFN members looked at 

their cues from the land and knew it would not. Some of the most critical aspects of flooding will 

always be site specific, which KFN is physically, culturally and spiritually attuned to.  

 KFN also knows that short-term protective measures that help in other places of the 

Lower Mainland will not help them. They have spoken to many experts and know that tiger 

dams, gabion baskets, sandbags and water pumps are not effective for their situation. They are 

also active in the flood conversations that are currently happening, making sure KFN 

administration is kept apprised of the regional landscape. Likewise, their neighbors at the TOL 

are familiar with flooding, explaining it as “we know what our own township looks like. We 

know that this level of the Fraser River looks like this, we know what it looks like in Glen Valley 

so we can start planning our own resources and looking planning for what we need to do.” 

Although they look to the province to provide much of the forecasting information, the TOL 

knows how to interpret that risk for their municipality. Unfortunately, the direct translation from 

provincial coordination calls and upstream gauges is sometimes not as effective for KFN in the 

context of how a freshet will impact their island. Another avenue they used for information was a 

Nation-to-Nation call facilitated by EPS that followed the EMBC coordinated calls in 2020, 
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where nations could discuss strategies; these were found to be more tailored for what they 

needed in terms of information to make decisions.  

 One challenge that KFN faces, like many other organizations, is around retention of 

knowledge. One KFN staff member described that  

our strength is our knowledge and we know what we need to do; we’re just like robots, 

oh its flooding, oh the waters getting close to the office, lets get everything out of here. 

We kind of know what we need to do on that part. That’s our strength right there, our 

knowledge. And if we’re a good team working together, we can get a lot accomplished. 

However, the most active members that support KFN’s flood management strategy are 

nearing retirement and have no identified replacement to start sharing their knowledge with. 

Although the community leadership and elders have deep seated awareness of flood risk, there 

are new members moving onto the island that may not have that knowledge; and the further 

removed they are from the memory and experience of the 1948 flood, the more risk there is that 

members forget how dramatic a freshet can be for the community.  It is something that has been 

passed through traditional knowledge sharing and key participants have taken informal steps to 

educate new residents about the dangers; as one community and staff member stated “you want 

to live here, you need to know these facts because you don’t want it to go sideways.” However, it 

is also part of the reason that KFN is pursuing a method for formalizing their response; the 

current staff that are involved with flood response are developing formalized tools to hand over 

their knowledge to the next generation.  
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Forecasting  

 One of the queries that KFN had for this project, was around identifying potential triggers 

for evacuation. The research found, however that every participant approached forecasting in a 

different way. There is no clear answer, but there were three sources of information that stood 

out: information that is publicly available, shared through coordination calls, or observed through 

local monitoring.  

 There are a number of publicly available sources for information about the Fraser River 

levels, impending weather and river forecasts, plus TOL has provided KFN with access to their 

readings from a local gauge. The publicly available information includes river gauge readings, 

with the gauge at Mission generally considered a good indicator for downstream impacts as there 

are no significant tributaries between there and McMillan Island. In addition, the publicly 

available data sets also include weather forecasting for the Fraser and tributaries as well as five-

day and ten-day river modelling. River modelling uses available data such as weather 

forecasting, the height or anticipated height of the water, the amount of snow or water that could 

move downstream, and the velocity of the river to anticipate the rate of return for potential 

flooding. However, this study found, based on responses from all participants that the comfort 

with interpreting the myriad of available data, seems to be dependent on a combination of 

education and experience. The participants with a scientific or engineering background that 

specialized in flooding were quite comfortable making their own judgements based on more raw 

data; participants who had been involved with flooding for 10+ years were comfortable 

understanding the forecast in relation to their particular area of interest; while those who were 
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newer to making assessments using available information or didn’t have related education were 

less certain in their attempts to interpret all the available information.  

 In addition to the gauge and forecasting data sets, EMBC hosts coordination calls to 

support readiness and response activities. The coordination calls will usually include 

presentations from weather forecasters and the River Forecast Centre, as well as the opportunity 

to ask questions of the experts. Although in principle this may seem like the best forum for 

community staff and leadership to gather information, the efficacy of the coordination calls was 

met with varied impressions from participants in this study. One external professional in the field 

explained a concern that was also raised by several others, as “the thing is, that EMBC puts the 

information out there and doesn’t interpret it.”  In 2020, for example, one forecast predicted a 

potentially extreme event which was not in line with other forecasting mechanisms. The event 

never came to fruition, but it had created a fair amount of angst and a loss of faith in the tools 

being used and the models interpreting the data. The impact of 2020’s errant forecasting was 

spoken to by KFN participants as well as external, each noting how difficult the situation was for 

individuals who have to make decisions based on that information. As an alternative or 

supplement to the EMBC calls, another coordination call was hosted by EPS for Nation to 

Nation discussion in 2020. This call took place after the EMBC call and facilitated conversation 

that was deemed more useful by those who had been involved. 

 The third mechanism for forecasting is specific to KFN. One of the KFN members who 

has lived on the island their whole life, monitors what she calls her checkpoints, for local 

indicators of what could come to McMillan Island. The team at KFN has also been working over 

the years to harmonize information from those checkpoints with what the Mission gauge is 
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reading. This is work that will need to continue as the environment changes through other 

mitigation projects on the river and climate change. This mechanism can be met with other 

challenges though, as was evident by this KFN community member’s story:  

How do you stay calm? I had to calm one of the RCMPs down because they were trying 

to evacuate me. You know they’re knocking at the door at 8pm at night. And I go what? 

You’re evacuating me? And he’s like, by order of the Township, you have to get out. 

And I go, I’m not leaving, it’s not going to flood! And he’s looking at me, they’re saying 

it’s going to flood! And I say, calm down, I’ve lived here all my life and I’m looking at 

my checkpoints and there’s no way it’s going to flood. So he goes, really? Where’s your 

checkpoint? I go okay, come and look, do you see any water in that field and I say, well 

that has to fill up. And he goes no… And I say, have you gone down Glover road and 

looked at the farm and the golf course, is it flooded? And he goes no it isn’t. And I go 

okay, all that has to fill up with water, and you know how long that has to take to fill up. I 

go, Salmon River isn’t even high enough that’s it’s going to overflow into the fields yet. 

He was like, oh god, thank-you so much, I was worried it was going to flood and if I 

didn’t get you out, I would be in trouble, you just helped me smooth it 

This KFN knowledge holder has not yet been wrong in their forecasting using these 

checkpoints; however, they did note that 2020’s freshet was unusual and shook the confidence in 

this method, showing the need to continually be aware of changes and re-evaluate triggers for 

evacuation.  

Preparing for Response 
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 There are several key findings that emerged regarding KFN’s state of readiness and 

initial response planning. A finding that emerged from partner agencies is a desire to understand 

what they could expect from KFN before, during or after a disaster event, including how they 

would navigate evacuations. Creation of emergency response plans that account for the 

complexities of planning for evacuations was emphasized by almost all participants. 

Development of a response plan as well as an evacuation plan are critical tools that will 

ultimately help support the building of surge capacity in the community and highlight areas 

where there could be increased alignment with other organizations in emergency response.  

 While this research has found that local authorities, inclusive of First Nations, are most 

knowledgeable about how to help their communities, there remains a discrepancy in available 

resourcing for assuming this responsibility. As a government, KFN have assumed 

responsibilities of caring for their community; through this they have been positioned in policy 

and formalized agreements as if they have the resources, financing and staffing of a local 

government.  This is an inaccurate representation for KFN and for many BC First Nations, 

according to several participants, one professional who works with a number of First Nations in 

the area described it as  

the expectation is that you look after your entire community, you have a fully functional 

EOC, you have trained staff to run your EOC, there’s enough support capacity within the 

accounting department and all these other departments to run everything, and that the 

community has enough money to be able to foot the bill and then get a reimbursement 

later. 
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It is also a perspective that can harm relationships by failing to legitimize different approaches to 

the work.  KFN has certainly increased governance capacity over the last decade in terms of 

increasing staff members and developing new ways to interact with other governments. 

However, those other government partner policies still assume the First Nation’s governance 

structure will interact in a manner that fits the systems built through colonialism. They broadly 

expect the community administration to have an emergency management program, the capacity 

and resources to staff an emergency operations center, attend regional meetings or training, and 

the internal expertise to make critical decisions about the fate of their community in the face of 

disaster. This is not always the case though, as KFN is spread thin managing everything that it 

takes to run a safe and responsible community (which includes not only those who live on 

McMillan Island, but all their members on and off reserves). Although EMBC will share and 

coordinate information, provide flood assessment expertise and some protective assets (with 

limitations), they and all other government partners, expect that KFN is capable of judging the 

information and making decisions for their own community. This interacts with the systems 

around emergency response that are generally inflexible, and it is incumbent on the community’s 

organization and governance processes to fit into the expectations, rather than for it to work with 

community needs. One external participant with a background in flooding stated that  

cause emergency management is very rigid. And rightly so where you do want things to 

be the same so that you can share resources and everyone sort of knows what they’re 

doing… but at the same time there’s lots of room for cultural improvement… So there’s 

work to do to make it more accessible for everyone too. 
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 All participants noted that there is value in having a well thought out emergency response 

and evacuation plan. It should clarify accountabilities, roles and responsibilities, and house key 

pieces of information that will support a successful response. Key elements of these plans 

include simple prioritization and focus: safety of workers, make the site safe, contain the 

problem, and provide approaches for repairs and recovery. One TOL participant described their 

response process as: “we know what to do: notification, secure the site, then bring in the 

contractors or the hired equipment …. You really have to compartmentalize it to make sure 

you’re not missing it.” This should be a living document that is updated regularly to account for 

lessons learned from previous years and up to date contact information. It should also include 

early establishment of EOC policies and procedures to maximize financial assistance 

(FLNRORD, 2019).  These plans need to take into consideration the characteristics of the 

community, such as the following description given by a KFN community member: “we’re 

visual people. You can be telling everybody that it’s okay, but they want to see.” Additionally, 

there is increased calm and clarity surrounding an evacuation if those activating it have the 

knowledge that it has been thought through in advance. One KFN staff member spoke several 

times about the value of having all staff and leadership on the same page, delivering a consistent 

message to keep members calm; and through that dialogue it was discussed that having a plan, 

training and perhaps table top exercise could help empower the KFN staff.   Several external 

participants spoke about how Freshet preparation starts as early as January each year for their 

organizations, when the snow pillow reports start to be distributed, so there is a natural start to 

the annual activities.  
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 A key to success in managing flood response is having the capacity to execute on plans 

and ensuring there is alignment with other government and response partners. Response takes 

people off their desks to execute the new demands that arise. The KFN participants recognized 

the opportunity to recruit community members who have a range of skillsets, to participate in a 

response and help supplement capacity during the most urgent phases. It was identified that cross 

training of these resources, combined with the use of contractors, could develop effective 

emergency response tools. Both the participants from KFN and TOL identified opportunities to 

align their efforts to tackle complex problems during response, such as issuing of evacuation 

orders and emergency social service support. Further, it was identified by several participants 

that there is an opportunity to align with other MCS First Nations to share strategy and resources 

where it is logical, such as in logistics. An example given by a participant who works with 

several First Nations in the area, was that instead of having four nations looking to purchase 

flashlights, a single logistics section could increase efficiency. Another element that came up 

from two participant interviews is that KFN should consider holding community meetings about 

flood risk and management to share information and strategies with members. Several also 

suggested a community information package, particularly for those who are new to living on 

McMillan Island. A final point to consider is that other partners, such as the PREOC (EMBC & 

FLNRORD) and TOL are also looking for information from KFN about what they are seeing on 

the ground; this is something they will only know if they are told. Sharing of a situation report, 

or something like it, would be helpful to these partners.  
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Recovery  

 Because KFN's community is at significant risk due to freshet flooding, it is important to 

consider recovery. Two key findings emerged from this research, the first being that steps taken 

in response can impact reimbursement of funds and second, that recovery following a significant 

event could be an extended affair.  

There are key steps that a community’s personnel must take during the response phase to 

ensure that they will receive reimbursement for expenses incurred during the response. If these 

steps are missed, it could impact the recovery efforts of the community. This was spoken of both 

by KFN participants as well as several external. A KFN staff member spoke of their concern, 

stating “it’s the recovery side of it because it would be the cost; depending on how long that 

freshet was and how high the flood was.” The provincial rules around this are rigid and match 

expectations put on local authorities (Emergency Management BC, 2008). KFN and external 

participants noted that although there are guidelines that help users understand what will or will 

not be covered, they are not always clear. KFN in the past has been denied full claims, which 

resulted in KFN bearing the entire cost of a flood response, described by a participant as:  

We’re confused too, we just take it on the chin; okay we’ll just find some more money 

then. Get some more federal funding. Because we’re trying to save lives, try to keep our 

people calm and secure; because they put some of them elders up in hotels, that was the 

big expense, and food and medical… it adds up. 

Although the governance structure at KFN is in a better financial position now, the cost of future 

response could still significantly impact the community’s ability to recover from an event. That 
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said, if the steps are followed and documented according to provincial standards, there is 

assistance to be had with overtime costs, security contracts and the expenses to set up a 

temporary EOC that could be useful for KFN (Emergency Management BC, 2008).  

Recovery from a major flood event causing significant damage will be dependent on the 

ability to rebuild the homes and infrastructure on McMillan Island or another location, while 

ensuring that the people impacted are cared for throughout the process. It is unlikely that loss of 

life would occur from freshet flooding, but the broader wellbeing of the community would be 

impacted with a significant event. A KFN staff member expressed this by saying “with flood, 

people would be evacuated before … there is not going to be a loss of life from flood at 

Kwantlen, the recovery though, what’s the recovery look like if the river got totally flooded.” 

Repairing damage could include everything from homes, to infrastructure, utilities, community 

buildings, eroded lands; it could also include clean-up of sewage or other debris and restoration 

of damaged fish habitats. All of this will require damage assessments and a recovery plan, both 

of which are the responsibility of the community authority, with the latter vetted for approval by 

the province (Emergency Management BC, 2008).  Although much of the cost should be covered 

by the provincial financial guidelines, some may not (Emergency Management BC, 2008). One 

external emergency management professional made special note that even if full rebuilds are not 

required, there are steps that will have to be taken in recovery to ensure that buildings are safe 

for re-occupancy.  
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Findings Related to Proposition 4: The Role of Worldview 

 When exploring KFN members’ worldview in this research, three important concepts 

became evident: the concept of self-determination, ideas on what is worth protecting, and the 

perception of risk.  

Self-Determination 

 First Nations are actively reclaiming their right to make decisions for themselves within 

their own communities. One KFN staff member said: 

That’s why First Nations have to take it over because it is a different culture. That’s why 

it can’t be led by somebody other than the First Nation which again cycles back to 

colonialism and trying to fit First Nation culture into the mindset of the [various levels of 

government]. 

In this light, KFN has reclaimed many services formerly provided by other levels of government. 

According to the interviews, one of their biggest successes has been their Head-Start program 

where young children go and learn their language, cooking and other culturally important skills. 

They have also taken the initiative to protect archeological sites and reclaim traditions such as 

the First Salmon and Naming ceremonies. Additionally, they took back management of their 

reserve lands, shutting down practices that harm the land and water while using legal 

mechanisms to seek reparations that help rebuild what was damaged by decades of misuse.  

 Gaining the right to self-determination comes at a cost that neighboring governments 

have not had to pay. As one KFN leader pointed out, in addition to large legal bills, “it’s a big 

task… it wears you down.” They also noted that they approach the work “in a good way. It is an 
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exhausting job, but I love it” as it is in service to community. Although there are efforts around 

reconciliation, they often stop short of providing agency for full sovereignty. One particular area 

of interest for KFN, which came up in the interviews, is access to self-determination on the river. 

The Kwantlen people have seen destruction of their livelihoods and culture as fish have 

disappeared from the river and they are restricted by government practices that they consider 

mismanagement. They are working on addressing the situation and have hope that UNDRIP 

acceptance and the Draft Principles that Guide the Province of BC’s Relationship with 

Indigenous People (2017) will result in self-determination on the water as well as land, but this is 

yet to be seen. KFN leadership’s response to that is “We’re salmon people, we live off the river, 

it’s in our blood, it’s in our bone” and reconciliation cannot happen without that 

acknowledgement.  Nations seek to account for the cost of seeking self-determination by 

working together on a Nation-to-Nation level. As it relates to flooding, this process seeks to 

build resiliency and capacity, facilitating wider reaching knowledge creation. 

 Self-determination of First Nations is gaining an understanding in the emergency 

management field as there is growing acknowledgement that Nations need to take their own 

initiative. One external professional with a background in flooding expressed this by saying 

“there’s no value to me bringing the solution to the community, the community has to discover 

the solution themselves and whatever that might look like.” Yet another noted in context of 

COVID-19 that 

the biggest lesson that I’ve learned is not everybody’s rules are the same, every local 

government is slightly different, every store is slightly different, I’ve learned don’t worry 
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about that. Whatever those rules are, follow those because they’ve established those 

based on what they feel is important. 

ISC no longer has primary responsibility to make decisions on behalf of Fist Nation’s, but 

instead acts as a conduit for information between First Nation communities and the federal 

government. To this end, self-determination and self-governance means that First Nation’s need 

to have internal processes that support legal evacuation orders and control of their own 

emergency response (FLNRORD, 2019).  

Protection 

 The research showed that there may be some differences of worldview when it comes to 

determining what should be protected from hazards. This said, several participants external to 

KFN showed awareness and respect for this perspective.  

 KFN responsibilities for protection have less to do with the physical boundaries of the 

reserve and more to do with the people and culture, regardless of where they are geographically. 

Their people, history and culture are throughout the Lower Mainland and have value wherever 

they are. One KFN staff member pointed out that “it’s hard to manage because it’s not just one 

municipality area.” It’s not only archeological sites that are spread far and wide, community 

members often live off reserve and many of them will seek assistance from KFN over their 

respective municipalities post-disaster.  

 In addition, KFN’s values mean that, as one KFN staff member put it “everyone taking 

care of each other, everybody being concerned about everybody else. Again, that difference of 

ok I’m going to make sure I’m safe and everyone else you’re on your own. That wouldn’t be 
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heard of.” For example, the KFN administration’s planning does not break down the community 

into neighborhoods like a local authority might. Instead, they note every household and every 

person in that household. Although there are economic responsibilities that KFN has as an 

organization, connection to and caring for people is prioritized. This is evident by the fact that 

they pay for the house insurance of those that live on the island, a level of protection not often 

seen elsewhere. When asked what keeps them up at night, a KFN community and staff member 

described it as 

Like mine is from my heart, born here, lived here, fished here, slept here, and you know 

just someone, not wanting to take over and make sure that the people are safe. I mean 

that’s all we’re here for, I mean myself, the people really mean something to me. They’re 

my family. And we’ve gone through a lot together…that’s what keeps me up, that no 

one’s going to be as caring, that’s what I think… and wanting to make sure that our 

people are safe and reassuring them that they’re safe. 

 The cross-generational connection to place also stands out in KFN’s approach to 

protection. They seek to ensure that the land can provide for future generations. The protection 

of fish and other animals cannot be ignored in addressing the risk that flooding poses. 

Restoration and protection of habitats is not only something to be considered when planning 

mitigation, but also when planning recovery. To this, a KFN leader described it as “It’s 

ceremony, it’s cultural, deep deep cultural connection and spiritual, we still do burnings in the 

winter and the salmon ceremony, we still feed the salmon people and thanking the people, 

thanking the salmon river.” 
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Risk Perception  

 Perception of risk is worth considering because it denotes how community authorities 

prepare and respond to the threat of flooding. A generally accepted process in emergency 

management is a Hazard Risk & Vulnerability Assessment. Although there are different 

approaches to the exercise, they are generally recommended as a useful tool by participants of 

the study. At times it helps focus energy of a community and at others it can appease concerns 

with findings that the hazard exposure is not as great as feared. However, a participant noted in 

the interviews that the KFN concept of caring for seven generations arises when considering risk. 

If the risk assessor is only looking at the immediate future for the purposes of planning 

emergency response, it will lead to different results than if they adopt the law of caring for many 

generations. 

 The impacts that climate change will have in flood management in the future was noted 

in almost all interviews. There is general acceptance that climate change will cause increased 

impact from meteorological events. However, there is divergence of thought around whether or 

not it is acceptable to have a community that regularly needs to evacuate and what qualifies as 

regular or frequent. Sea level rise and its impact on McMillan Island is also not clear. On one 

hand there is information to suggest they are far enough upstream to not be significantly 

impacted, however because they are impacted by tides every day, KFN is less confident in this 

assessment (WSP, 2019). Finally, there is some question about whether traditional methods of 

monitoring for flood may need to be adjusted or considered in the wake of a changing climate.    



  83 

 

Findings Related to Proposition 5: Collaborative Risk Management  

 The literature review found that collaboration between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

organizations is presently evolving. There are several findings in this research that speak to this, 

including what makes collaboration possible and what activities or projects are currently under 

way.  

What Makes Collaboration Possible 

 This research identified three factors that aided in undertaking successful collaborations. 

The first finding was about the depth of engagement, the second was communication during an 

event, and the third was the potential of group approaches to a problem.  

 Successful collaboration goes beyond just listening - it requires that people working with 

First Nations understand the community and their values. It involves developing feedback about 

the collaboration process, adopting the suggested change and applying it to future initiatives. 

One external participant described it as: 

I think that the important part for really successful collaboration is to build the frame 

…And then to really take in the feedback from everyone around the table and allow those 

discussions to take place, and be respectful, like we are dealing in a cross cultural context 

and I think a lot of people forget that. This is not just work that gets done, FN 

communities have a different culture… recognizing that and being respectful of the 

different perspectives around the table. And taking in the feedback, so once you hear that, 

changing your process or changing what you’re doing and changing your scope to take in 

what you’ve been hearing and having steps to continue after the project is finished. 
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Some of this feedback may be about how to equalize a table so that all participants can share in 

the engagement and how to meet people where they are. The risk of not doing this is what 

happened in this story relayed by a KFN participant in regards to an externally lead project: 

We had to pull the reins in on them at our last meeting. Because they’re too quick, okay 

we talked to you guys at this committee. Okay you’ve been consulted, okay let’s go to 

stage 2 now, because they’re pushing for stage 2 which means multi millions of dollars 

for them, of funding, for flood management and we’re still like but, you haven’t listened 

to us. 

As Cretney (2014) noted, not acknowledging the inequity that exists is a tool of the 

privileged and those with access to power. This research has found that there is still space for 

accommodation of inequities at the planning tables. One external participant who works with 

several First Nations shared the example that other levels of government have staff that can help 

brief them in preparation for a big meeting, while First Nations leaders may not have that kind of 

support, suggesting that collaboration means: 

… equally setting the table… getting as much participation as possible, having a clear 

and transparent process about what you intend to do and how you intend to do it; making 

sure the right people are at the table and get to comment on your process as well as the 

content of what you’re doing. And making sure that you’re talking things out to 

consensus, everybody’s values are represented, everybody is able to represent their 

values, everybody is able to attend the table at the same capacity… one of the things we 

talk about, now with DRIPA too, is that you can leave a seat open for FN to fill, but that 

doesn’t necessarily mean that they have the capacity or the support (staff, briefings etc.). 
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The same FN leader may not have all that so to bring them up so they are just as 

informed as people at that table and so they can feel supported and engaged and feel 

informed before they get to the meeting; so they know what to bring up and also what to 

bring back, to know how this is going to affect their communities. I think that the 

important part for really successful collaboration to build the frame for really successful 

collaboration. And then to really take in the feedback from everyone around the table and 

allow those discussions to take place. 

Further, although reconciliation is often something different than collaboration, it is something 

that comes up in the space of emergency management collaboration. As one KFN leader noted: 

 If you want to reconcile, you’ve got to reconcile the bad things too. You’ve got to 

reconcile good things and you’ve got to reconcile bad things. And we reconcile both. And 

that was a bad thing because they weren’t even treated like human beings then, that was 

48, very bad, very bad times. 

Which is in line with what is summarized by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s 

position:    

"Getting to the truth was hard but getting to reconciliation will be harder. It requires that 

the paternalistic and racist foundations of the residential school system be rejected as the 

basis for an ongoing relationship. Reconciliation requires that a new vision, based on a 

commitment to mutual respect, be developed. It also requires an understanding that the 

most harmful impacts of residential schools have been the loss of pride and self-respect 

of Aboriginal people, and the lack of respect that non-Aboriginal people have been raised 
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to have for their Aboriginal neighbours. Reconciliation is not an Aboriginal problem; it is 

a Canadian one. Virtually all aspects of Canadian society may need to be reconsidered" 

(2015, p.iv) 

Open communication was raised by several participants as the key to successful 

collaboration. This was particularly evident when participants spoke of situations where they 

would be in response to an emergency event.  External participants talked about how open 

communication in these instances looks like a community who is able to take their own initiative 

and share information with the organizations that could offer support. External participants 

generally expressed that it is helpful if the community staff (KFN in this case) is aware of where 

their risks are, what they as a community administration can do about it themselves and where 

they might need external help.  

Finally, the concept of tackling a problem or a project as a group was raised several 

times. It is helpful if the group has a set of common goals, but also a willingness to include a 

variety of perspectives about the issue at hand. It should be noted that the sharing of perspectives 

was well regarded by all participants, not just one party. An external emergency management 

professional showed this in saying that  

as we move forward so we must broaden our scope and say: what are some out of the 

box, unconventional ways of looking at this that might benefit both the environment and 

also the people that live in this environment? And that’s why I think I am so keen about 

hearing the stories and the stories from First Nation’s.  
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External participants frequently expressed the value of hearing Indigenous perspectives, while 

KFN members also noted how often they learn from other Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

partners in the emergency management space.  

Current Collaborative Activities  

There are four spaces where KFN is currently engaged in collaboration with other 

entities. The first is their engagement with Emergency Planning Secretariat (EPS) initiatives, the 

second is their role as a test case for community binders project with FLNRORD, the third is 

engagement with FBC on the Lower Mainland Flood Management Strategy, and fourth is an 

ongoing relationship with the TOL. EPS and FBC have combined with KFN to work on a project 

which aligns their initiatives and that of KFN, who have received funding for a flood risk 

assessment for the MCS First Nations who wish to participate. This risk assessment will be done 

from an Indigenous perspective that includes community and traditional territory prioritization. 

EPS is a fairly new organization working in the practice of emergency management and 

flooding; however, they have several initiatives that are ongoing. What EPS is doing is 

particularly worth noting because, as one KFN staff member explained 

I am starting to see what I feel is effective collaboration and I feel it the most with EPS 

because they are the ones who have, their existence was to ensure that First Nations are 

being represented in Emergency Management and for the FBC project and where funding 

is. 

EPS has taken their lead from the 31 MCS First Nations with which they work and have had the 

flexibility within their organization to focus on filling the gaps those communities have 
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identified. One identified issue was the minimal presence of First Nations emergency 

management programs and EOCs. To address this gap, EPS plans to work with the 31 MCS First 

Nations to identify where there is any extra capacity or knowledge that could be of use to support 

other MCS First Nations. They have also facilitated the space for Nation to Nation dialogue 

during flood events, which was well received by KFN participants, and a similar space for 

discussing the FBC Lower Mainland Flood Management Strategy. Although this is still an 

organization that is forming, they seem to have potential to fill a role similar to that of the 

Integrated Partnership for Regional Emergency Management (IPREM) in Metro Vancouver. 

IPREM takes on projects that are best addressed at a regional level, supporting the local 

municipalities, the one treaty nation and the province (TOL participant, interview, 09 December 

2020). EPS seems to have identified a similar need in MCS First Nations and is working on 

projects to support the regional nature of those relationships.  

FLNRORD has undertaken a project to create community binders as a tool to assist with 

flood planning and response. A number of interviewees expressed enthusiasm towards the 

project. It will be a collection of information about a community that identifies exposures and 

vulnerabilities. The project will also help document strategies for protection and response in 

advance of freshet season. Collectively it is hoped the binders will help the community as well as 

the flood assessment unit that works out of the PREOC, by facilitating transfer of information 

over seasons, personnel and shift changes. There is opportunity for a community authority to pre-

identify where they need help in this project. After First Nations community binders are created, 

FLNRORD plans to do the same with local authorities. Participants generally feel that this 

project is setting up everyone involved for better success in the future.  
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The FBC was not available to be interviewed for this project, but they are a critical 

partner in the field of flood management. The following information is compiled from their 

written work and is combined with information from other participants. Fraser Basin Council is 

working to compile a regional strategy to manage flood mitigation and management along the 

Fraser River. Participants in this study have mixed perspectives on the approach the FBC has 

taken in terms of their methodologies in general and collaboration with MCS First Nations 

specifically. However, KFN has had direct engagement with FBC and considers their own 

participation in this work to be important.  

 By all accounts the collaboration between KFN and TOL is a success as it relates to 

flooding and emergency management. There are known relationships between all of the key 

players and evidence of respect from all parties for their counterparts. Each has their own role to 

play while also being aware of the role that the other has and where there is opportunity for 

collaboration. The two have already come to an understanding about what is or is not appropriate 

in terms of evacuation notices, where assistance could be needed in a flood and how to share 

information leading up to and during a response. Something that is helpful is that each of the key 

players have been with their respective organizations for a number of years and have had many 

opportunities to engage in building that relationship. A TOL participant put emphasis on the 

importance of this ongoing collaboration, highlighting the interconnectedness of the two 

communities, by saying “because we’re all humans and we’re all living together in the same 

space.” 
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Chapter 5: Discussion  

 The goal of the discussion section is to evaluate the findings against the literature used to 

create each of the propositions. To honour the role of Indigenous methodologies, the discussion 

will also attempt to show common threads identified throughout the research, reflecting on the 

Indigenous worldview of interconnectedness.  

Evaluating Proposition 1: Importance of Relationship 

 The literature suggested that relationships are a process and not an outcome (Wilson, 

2020, Abramson et. al., 2015). This was evident in the findings, particularly as it relates to TOL 

and KFN. There was evidence that these relationships had shifted and been built over time, 

suggesting that the investment by both sides over the years is worth the effort. The literature also 

found that mutual respect and a sharing of responsibilities would be beneficial to relationships, 

which again was evident in the relationship between KFN and TOL (McLennan & Handmer; 

2012; Boin & Bynander, 2015).  

 There has been progress at the international level with the UNDRIP and Sendai 

Framework, but also at the national level with the TRC reports and provincially with the 

adoption of UNDRIP. This research has found that all of these bodies of work are starting to 

influence the relationship between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people across the field of 

flooding management and emergency management. However, the application of the 

recommendations by each report remains inconsistent and there is more work to be done to 

implement what is intended by each of these works. These findings are consistent with what was 

found in the literature where other case studies situated in British Columbia also showed 
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inconsistent approaches to collaboration from various levels of government (von der Porten & de 

Loe, 2013, Barry, 2012).  

  

Evaluating Proposition 2: Antecedent Conditions 

 Colonialism is the single most important factor in creating the antecedent conditions that 

impact KFN’s position as it relates to flood risk. It is through colonial systems such as the Indian 

Act and residential schools, many KFN members have lost their language, been robbed of a 

culture they were forbidden to practice, and stripped of the care and control of the land they were 

pushed off of. It is something that was expected to be found, based on literature in the area, but 

was confirmed during the interviews with KFN participants. They spoke of the learning they 

missed from Elders who were gone by the time it was safe for them to return home and how, 

through colonial practices, KFN was confined onto McMillan Island and denied access to other 

villages that would have provided them refuge during freshet. Colonialism has likewise 

prevented them from maintaining their livelihood, getting substance and cultural connection 

from the fish in the Fraser.  

Emergency management practices today contain elements of colonial systems, as 

identified through the literature review. Although the systems have increasingly recognized self-

determination through adoption of UNDRIP and the Sendai Framework at the policy level in 

recent years, First Nations continue to face significant challenges to obtain support, including 

unrealistic expectations that they should operate like a local government. This is an assumption 

that stems from a colonial perspective and was reinforced by the bilateral agreement between the 

provincial government and the federal government and the policies that followed.  
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 Resilience or continuance is the antidote to the KFN’s colonial experience. It is the 

foundation for how it persevered through the all-encompassing nature of these harmful policies 

that threatened their entire community and way of life. Although this strength has been tested 

more recently when it comes to McMillan Island and flooding, they continue to show tireless 

determination in the face of these challenges. 

Evaluating Proposition 3: Communities as Responders  

 The literature suggested that local strategies are more effective for managing disasters 

than those developed by provincial or national governments (House of Commons, 2018, 

Lambert, 2014). This research supports that perspective, as KFN has displayed a level of care 

and knowledge of detail about their community that is not comparable to other levels of 

government. The administration at KFN intrinsically understands the importance and value of 

every resident as an individual and as a member of the community. Likewise, they will know 

how best to care for that individual or collective when disaster strikes. Finally, KFN is keenly 

aware of local environmental indicators that would alert them to unusual events in order to 

prepare for and provide adequate notification to the community members.  

 The literature also found that emergency management practices, such as command and 

control systems, are not well suited to working with different approaches to managing during 

response; a scenario in BC which has been a source of conflict when First Nations are involved 

(Abbot & Chapman, 2018; Verhaeghe et. al., 2019). With that being said, more respectful 

approaches towards relationship and collaboration have potential to help overcome these 

systemic flaws. Doing things in a good way, to use KFN’s language, means that even when the 

system is a barrier, like the forecast modelling example of 2020, they have relationships that can 
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help get over that hurdle. The Nation’s governance structure has done a good job of reaching out 

to who they need to in order to build relationships that will ultimately benefit their community 

when the river does rise.  

Evaluating Proposition 4: The Role of Worldview 

To support the self-determination of First Nations, bureaucratic officials need to have 

awareness of oppressive mechanisms, so as to avoid unintentionally using them (von der Porten 

& de Loe, 2013). Taking this a step further, procedural inequities need to be accounted for 

through transformative change (Martin et. al., 2020). This study found that non-Indigenous 

participants interviewed were seeking to support First Nations in their quest for self-

determination. It also found that although there has been progress in this area in recent decades, 

colonial-era mechanisms remain embedded in emergency management practices. For example, 

there is an interesting dichotomy in the approach where the decision making is theoretically at 

the community level, but the funding of such decisions is not entrusted to these organizations and 

requires vetting at provincial or national levels of government. In the case of mitigation works, it 

makes some sense as there are limited funds that need to be distributed among many projects, but 

the reason for the lack of trust and excessive oversight at the response level is not as clear and 

could be seen as an effort to maintain colonial power through bureaucracy. Often we think of 

these elements being important when decisions are being made as they relate to people, but for 

First Nation’s the value of connectedness amongst all things expands the areas where 

colonialism can impact wellbeing (Wilson, 2008).  

Protection of the environment and connection to ecology is a priority for KFN, 

particularly as it relates to fish. Salmon, sturgeon and ooligan are not only of importance for 
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sustenance, but they are a historical item of trade and have deep cultural importance. Valuing the 

fauna and flora in this way, is an emphasis and prioritization that this research did not find 

amongst external participant interviews or documentation.  The FBC draft strategy (2020) shows 

some acknowledgement of the importance of fish habitats, but the deep connection between 

people and fish, as is valued at KFN, was not found anywhere else in this research (through 

interviews or document review). It suggests that simply reforming emergency management 

approaches will not be sufficient.  

Perception of risk in the literature highlights the dichotomy between professional and folk 

assessments (Barnes, 2002). This research found that it is less a distinction of where and how the 

data is collected, and more a distinction of how it is framed. Simply by adding a value of seven 

generations into the analysis, the implications the data reveal can be different than if one was 

looking at a shorter timeline. Likewise, by including fish habitats as critical to the assessment the 

evaluation can change.  In fact, KFN’s traditional knowledge of the risk the Fraser poses to 

McMillan Island is in line with what scientific studies suggest. However, the dichotomy presents 

itself in evaluation of whether or not that risk is one worth taking. 

Worldview is something that has the potential to impact all areas of the work in both 

flood and emergency management. It impacts the way an individual will approach a problem as 

well as what they define as a problem, or in this case a risk.  

Evaluating Proposition 5: Collaborative Risk Management  

Collaboration for this research was defined as a long-term relationship between 

governments or organizations, which displays cultural understanding, sharing of resources, 

interdependency and shared risk (von der Porten & de Loe, 2013; Martin, Nolte & Vitolo, 2016). 
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I found that the relationship that best met this definition was the one between the TOL and KFN. 

Many other relationships explored in the research have potential for collaboration by this 

definition, but at this point in time fall short of one or more elements to meet this standard. 

Several of the other relationships not meeting the definition of collaboration, are simply that the 

relationship is newer and the long-term potential is yet to be realized. However, this research 

shows that collaboration is a strength of KFN and core to their values, so there is reason for 

optimism in this category for the future.  

 Another aspect worth noting is that the concept of First Nations working with each other 

was raised throughout the research. There were several stories shared of MCS First Nations 

working alongside each other in pre and post settler times. According to multiple participants, 

there is untapped potential there, to make use of the natural and historical relationships that 

already exist and formalize a collaborative approach, as it has been defined by this project, to 

both flooding and emergency management together.  

Identifying Common Threads from the Findings 

 “A Nuu-chah-nulth worldview, is heshookish tsa’walk, meaning ‘everything is one ’or 

‘everything is connected’” (Dicken, 2017). It is in this spirit that we need to consider the 

interconnectedness of the findings of this research.  

 Colonial systems, decolonization, self-determination and self-government are significant 

elements of what this study has explored. No matter what perspective these concepts are viewed 

from, there are challenges to how they are being applied or integrated. Colonial systems cannot 

continue to operate in the manner they have done in the past, which is widely acknowledged 
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through adoption of UNDRIP. However, decolonizing systems with the concept of self-

determination and self-government place an enormous challenge at the feet of First Nations. Key 

among them is the colonial assumption that a First Nation has or will have structures in place 

that mirror what is done at other levels of government. Those reference systems have the benefits 

of many decades and centuries of history to hone their practices, as well as stable and 

commensurate fiscal resources. It is also evident that adopting those systems wholesale is not 

what is right for First Nations. This dynamic has left gaps that are not being addressed by current 

systems, meaning groups such as EPS play a key role in filling these deficiencies. KFN finds 

themselves in this dynamic where they have taken on the roles that support self-determination, 

but have not yet formalized processes, like emergency management programs, in the way 

expected by external policies. This said, they show strength in their ability to adapt which is 

evidenced in application of their seven traditional laws to inform how they administer programs 

and care for their community.   

 The approach that KFN takes in their administration of government tasks shows a 

detailed level of care for community, including each person, animal and traditional site. This 

approach fits well with a community led, provincially supported emergent management model. 

By all accounts a response to flooding by the Nation’s governance structure would be well 

supported by both its members and their neighbors at TOL. However, recovery from an incident 

will require following certain steps to ensure funding is successfully accessed. This research has 

shown that both financial reconciliation and care of people require attention to detail. The more 

effort that can be spent before an event, clarifying roles and responsibilities, the more likely it is 

that people executing the response will have the time and energy to attend to the required details. 
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If there are clear plans, the people can then attend to both the details required and shift their 

focus to other complexities as they arise, such as planning for recovery.  

The power of relationship and collaboration however are the most common threads found 

in this study. It is something that has arisen at every step as being important both to KFN and to 

the organizations (government or otherwise) that they work with. By approaching work in a good 

way, KFN has succeeded in building good relationships to date and has waded into many 

partnerships where true collaboration has the potential to succeed.   
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Chapter 6: Recommendations  

 This study has worked with KFN to compile four tangible recommendations that meet the 

intentions of the research. The recommendations put emphasis on continuing the good work that 

has already been started, building an emergency response plan that accounts for evacuation of 

the community and increasing capacity to respond to a flood.  A final recommendation highlights 

ongoing projects or relationships that result in short term wins with long term benefits.  

Keep Going Tireless Runner  

 The primary recommendation of this study is that KFN continue doing what they have 

been doing. By relying on their seven traditional laws of Generations, Generosity, Health, 

Happiness, Humbleness, Forgiveness and Understanding, they have made a positive impact on 

their community and the organizations with whom they work. KFN’s leadership and 

administration should continue to connect with other organizations that work in the field of flood 

management and emergency management on the Fraser to deepen the relationships so that 

collaboration and foundations of reciprocity are realized. Part of caring for the community will 

also require an ongoing commitment to obtaining information and acknowledging the risk 

involved with continuing to live on McMillan Island. The hazard of flooding is ever present and 

KFN’s exposure will have to be something that is constantly evaluated. Further, their 

vulnerability is something that can be mitigated by an ongoing and dedicated commitment to 

proactive flood readiness in the form of building relationships, creating an ERP and evacuation 

plan, and being prepared for recovery efforts. This can be addressed by continuing to reach out to 

partners across the field of practice, such as all the organizations interviewed for this study. 
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For the Emergency Response Plan 

 Planning for and the creation of an emergency response plan is an agreement between the 

executers of the plan and leadership. It is a process that can enable future generations to build 

upon what is in place, as more is learned with each season. It will need to start with clear lines of 

accountability and a governance structure so that those involved in execution of the plan can 

focus on the task at hand with confidence.  

Approaches to flood forecasting and what triggers exist for actioning each element of the 

plan can be adjusted as the team learns over the years, but accountability for the activity and the 

decisions that follow should be clearly defined. KFN has already undertaken significant work to 

understand their triggers; those should be written in a way that is easy for the team to interpret so 

they can come to decisions with confidence.  

 KFN needs to consider whether they would like to adopt an Emergency Operations 

Centre (EOC) model for managing their response. While such a structure would align with other 

governments’ expectations, it is unclear whether it will work effectively for KFN. If they do 

decide to adopt an EOC or similar model, they will have to plan for it to be activated at a site off 

McMillan Island, so that it can remain activated, even in a worst-case scenario.  

 By developing an evacuation plan, KFN can support their team’s efforts for when an 

emergency occurs. As part of this consideration, there should be thought around the evacuation 

of the administrative and Head Start buildings as well as Sey’em and any other businesses on the 

island. The community administration would benefit from continuity planning for these services, 

particularly if a flood requires evacuation, as water may take several weeks to recede and many 

months to repair impacted infrastructure. Special attention should be given to things like an 
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alternate location for the Head Start program and considerations for how the administration will 

continue to function.  

 Continuous improvement of the process is something that is supported by the law of 

generations. By initiating the planning now, it should also be acknowledged that the processes 

and learning will continue to evolve, accounting for changes in demographics, policies and even 

climate change. To this end there should be a KFN program around flooding that includes annual 

activities such as debriefing the season’s events to determine what lessons have been learned and 

what adaptations worked, which would then result in updates to the plans. There should also be 

annual activities to monitor the snowpack and forecasting, update contact lists, push some public 

education as well as undergo refresher training or hold tabletop exercises to help refresh 

participants’ awareness.  

Increase Capacity  

 Having enough capacity to face disaster or several overlapping events is a serious 

question for every organization interviewed. To address these concerns, there are a few things 

that KFN can explore. The first is assigning all KFN staff a role in an emergency and ensuring 

they have the cross-training to execute their role when the time comes. Likewise, there has been 

interest expressed by community members to be involved; they too could be pre-assigned roles 

and provided with the requisite training. It may be an untapped opportunity to use the skillsets of 

the people available to KFN and enhance those with a little awareness about how the response 

will work and what they will be assigned to do. KFN could also consider what gaps they have in 

their organization and whether there are contractors that could address them. Finally, in order to 

support increasing KFN capacity, this study recommends a conversation be had with EMBC to 
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see how KFN can be financially supported in these efforts and ensure there is clarity around what 

is or is not eligible for reimbursement. For example, honoraria are a cultural tool used to ensure 

reciprocity for members’ time and while the members are acting in the function of a primary 

responder, the honoraria should be eligible for re-imbursement. Alternatively, KFN is burdened 

with paying out-of-pocket for using the most available and local resources to them, which are 

members of the community.  

 Several interviews raised the concern there are new members moving onto McMillan 

Island. This study therefore recommends that they be oriented to the risk that flooding poses to 

their home and community infrastructure. This information could come in the form of a written 

package or in a meeting with someone from KFN’s administrative or safety team. This training 

not only prepares them for what actions they may have to take to protect their own home and 

family, but also gives them an opportunity to consider what role they could play in support of 

their community.  

Relationships & Projects  

 As noted in the findings, there are several relationships and projects that are ongoing and 

could benefit from continued attention. These include the Community Binder project which will 

help align both provincial and local responders around what is at risk and what is most important 

to KFN. Additionally, the project that EPS is working on, called the HUBS model, seeks to 

increase information sharing between MCS First Nations and provide mechanisms for support or 

surge capacity. This is something worth participating for KFN, in as it seeks to support in the 

sharing of finite resources in a way that is beneficial to all involved.  
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 The relationship with TOL is a point of strength for KFN, but the study found a few areas 

that warrant increased attention. The first is around the offer that TOL has proposed to support 

KFN with emergency support services (ESS); if KFN decides to make use of this offer, it should 

be incumbent on KFN to support TOL in cultural safety training for ESS volunteers. It is critical 

to ensure that people who are being evacuated from their homes feel safe using the services they 

need to in the process (Abbot & Chapman, 2018). Even if KFN decides to do their own ESS, it 

could be an opportunity worth exploring since there are KFN members that live off-reserve who 

may use TOL’s ESS services at some point. There is some general training that is available for 

TOL to access, but having KFN’s perspective included in the training of ESS volunteers is 

something that could go a long way for both organizations. Additionally, there could be some 

benefit to formalizing touchpoints with TOL. Although today the as-needed contacts work, by 

formalizing some of the relationships, it helps instill the connections between the two 

organizations for future generations as personnel change. These touchpoints could be as simple 

as an annual freshet readiness meeting where triggers could be reviewed and organizational 

charts or contacts could be updated. Another two areas that may be worth exploring with TOL 

are: whether they would be willing to share the findings of the Hazard Risk and Vulnerability 

Assessment with KFN, to support KFN’s future all-hazards approach to emergency management; 

and whether there is anything KFN should be doing or recommending to members as a 

protective measure to ensure that clean water supply is not impacted in the event of a flood.  

In general, given the lack of flexibility in some emergency management practices today 

and the recognized value of local knowledge, these systems and their actors need to embrace the 

concept of coming together to support people where they are. There needs to be a reconsideration 
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of what defines best practice in emergency management and a willingness to open up its future to 

learning from Indigenous value sets and approaches. Indigenous forms of governance should be 

honored in emergency management practices and their cultural approaches considered for 

widespread adoption. This is something that should be applied to all phases of emergency 

management. As an example, readiness and response efforts should ensure First Nations are 

supported with stable resources to build their own sustainable emergency programs that enable 

Indigenous values and models of governance.    
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Chapter 7: Conclusion  

KFN is the tireless runner who has and continues to face the risk of flooding by working 

with their partners in a good way. Throughout this thesis, the findings support answering the 

original research questions, which center around how and why KFN faces and manages the risk 

associated to flooding, including:  

1. Why and how does KFN face flooding? What role have colonial policies had in creating 

the current state? 

2. How does KFN’s worldview and priorities relate to other entities (government 

departments, other First Nations, industry and associations) working in the space of 

flooding on the Fraser River?  

3. How does KFN participate and collaborate with the other organizations to understand the 

risk of flooding and the various roles and responsibilities of each?   

4. What opportunities exist to increase community preparedness and resilience at KFN, as it 

relates to flooding?  

The findings show that colonial policies have had a significant role in determining why 

and how KFN faces flooding today. It is a combination of colonial policies over the last 150 

years that have placed KFN in a position where their main settlement is exposed to flood risk 

during freshet season. It is also a series of colonial policies that have limited their ability to have 

a stable income which would enable development of residence and infrastructure elsewhere. 

Stable funding could also help facilitate necessary staffing requirements for administration of the 

community, including an emergency management program. It is colonial policies that have 
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required decolonization, self-determination and self-government to come about in a rapid 

fashion; a challenge which KFN is presently facing head on, but cannot be underestimated in 

terms of resourcing and effort.   

KFN’s worldview and priorities do differ from some of the other organizations working 

on flood management and emergency management along the Fraser, which impacts the 

collaboration in areas such as management of the river habitats and flooding.  Although there 

have been notable improvements in recent years, there is still room for organizations with 

colonial backgrounds to prioritize Indigenous perspectives into the core of how they approach 

their mandates. Asking First Nations to continue to adapt to non-Indigenous ways of approaching 

a challenge is not in line with the spirit of UNDRIP; instead non-Indigenous organizations need 

to acknowledge the inequities and continue to seek opportunities to honour Indigenous values 

and governance structures. 

KFN is advanced in terms of understanding the risk of flooding that they face. They have 

done the research, they are connecting with key players and participating in activities that will 

help further future efforts of collaboration. Some of this work is not only going to have a positive 

impact for the KFN community, but also for other MCS First Nations. In terms of opportunities, 

there are many that KFN could participate in, but their challenge will be in prioritizing resources 

to focus on this, while balancing the load of their other responsibilities to the community. This 

study has recommended that KFN continue to engage in the Community Binders project, with 

EPS on their efforts to share strategies and resources amongst MSC First Nations and with the 

Township of Langley in continuing to honor and build on the already strong relationship. The 

effort should not end there, but in the spirit of being both tireless and approaching work in a 
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good way, KFN can and should continue to build relationships and aspire to collaboration with 

the other partners in this space. 

Finally, to ensure that both the staff and the community are supported when the river 

rises, it would be prudent to instill some simple emergency management practices. The first is 

the documentation of a simple, easy to follow flood emergency response plan and evacuation 

plan. Second is increasing opportunities for knowledge sharing both within the community and 

with partners to increase capacity. Thirdly, is to embed a practice of continual learning around 

flooding so that the plan and the people are ready for each freshet season. 

Limitations 

 This work has experienced a number of limitations in what it studied. The first limitation 

is that this is my first research project and exploration into the subjects of either flooding or how 

emergency management works within First Nation communities. This was largely mitigated 

through experienced guidance of the thesis committee and participants of the study. Other 

limitations are around the reach of the study. There were only three people from KFN 

interviewed and these were people selected by the KFN co-creators, so while this is a limitation, 

it was also in line with Indigenous research. Further, by choosing the methods used here and by 

time limitations, participatory action research whereby the community members are more 

involved in the study, was not feasible. Similarly, there was a limitation to external people who 

were interviewed and it is worth acknowledging that there may be alternative perspectives to 

these research questions that were not captured in this study.  
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 There were also two subjects that were not deeply explored in the research. The first was 

what recovery would look like after a major flood. Although there was some discussion in 

interviews, and it came up as a sub-theme in the findings, the purview of this subject was 

cursory. The second subject is whether KFN should consider moving to another location as a risk 

reduction measure. It arose in multiple interviews as a potential solution, but given this study 

was not working with a wide selection of community members and was focused on what is 

currently happening in the space, the consequences and reason behind such decisions was not 

deeply explored.  

 Future Research 

            Future work in this area needs to continually explore how self-determination and self-

governance are impacting the resilience of First Nations communities. These concepts are in a 

state of evolution, and so too should the research around them be. With every change of policy, 

there is a potential for impact to the community. The adoption of UNDRIP and the Sendai 

Framework are ongoing at many levels of government, meaning that the landscape in which this 

case study has explored could drastically change in the next decade as policy catches up to 

sentiment. 

            Another question that has arisen from this work, which may benefit from future research 

is: why is prior relationship so important? Is it a symptom of systemic shortcomings or is it the 

natural approach for people? Is this something that is specific to or amplified in emergency 

response or is its occurrence in emergency response reflective of its occurrence elsewhere? 
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            Further consideration could also be given to the efficacy of regional emergency 

management groups such as EPS and IPREM. Locally, it would also be valuable to understand 

how First Nations Emergency Services Society, relates in the space. They are another 

organization that works across regional boundaries on specific issues related to emergency 

response, but their mandate and role was not made clear through this research project.  It could 

be a worthwhile examination to understand whether Indigenous values have ever been adopted at 

a regional level and applied to organizations like this, or whether this is an area that could benefit 

from further exploration. 

 Although this research touched on several aspects of recovery, it was not a primary focus 

and therefore the findings were limited. Further work could explore what recovery would look 

like for a community like KFN. What would need to be considered administratively, financially 

and culturally to ensure the members of the community are resilient throughout the recovery 

process.  

Final Thoughts 

 Flood risk on the Fraser River is a complex topic that is connected to the area’s history of 

settlement and colonialism. There are no clear answers around how best to mitigate this risk or 

even respond to it. However, this research has shown that relationship and collaboration efforts 

present the best opportunities for overcoming this challenge. By asserting self-determination and 

doing good work in creation of a response plan for flooding, KFN will be prepared with the tools 

and relationships they need when the river rises. With continued effort in these spaces and 

following their traditional laws, KFN will continue to care for the safety of their community.  
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Appendix 1 

Author’s Connection to This Community and this Project 

I was raised with a colonial perspective, but a deep admiration for the Indigenous peoples 

of this nation. My father’s ancestors were all of European descent, having settled in the Prairies 

of Canada in the 19th century and moving to BC only after the Second World War. Through this 

lineage, I was taught formal manners, diction, the need to define what you mean when you speak 

and a respect for our military. My mother’s ancestry has always been a little more unclear to me. 

Primarily it is European but my maternal grandmother, had been raised by her Indigenous 

grandmother and I was in turn raised with the sense that something had been taken from our 

family in terms of our connection with history and rights. The family compensated for this by 

showing a reverence for Indigenous art and jewelry, but beyond that there was little detail about 

Indigenous culture. When I was an adult, my grandmother was able to prove her lineage, get 

Indigenous status, and rejoin the Kwantlen Nation as an Elder. The most emotional I ever saw 

this stalwart woman, was at a naming ceremony, where she was given the name Slec’ten. The 

Kwantlen Nation greeted my family’s entrance into their community with open arms. One of the 

most meaningful things I have ever heard in my life was from Chief Marilyn Gabriel when she 

said that the Yates family (my mother’s family name) had been away from community for many 

years, feeling a hole in who they were; they are now returned and that hole can now be filled. I 

see this research as an opportunity to give back to the community that embraced my family.  

I have been aware of KFN on McMillan Island as long as I can remember. My mother’s 

family is from Fort Langley, which is right beside McMillan Island, and I even lived there for a 

short time in my childhood. As I undertook the process of exploring ideas for this research, I was 
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impacted by what I had learned in my studies about how vulnerable communities are more 

severely impacted by disasters, and the concept that disasters are not natural but created through 

systems that bring about intersection of hazards with humanity. Throughout the course, I kept 

thinking about the stories in the news about how First Nations in Canada do not always have 

access to safe water and it made me wonder whether First Nations might be more vulnerable to 

disaster for that and other reasons. In my quest for more information, I came across the Abbot & 

Chapman (2018) review of the 2017 flooding and wildfires in my province of British Columbia, 

Canada. It was a thorough account of how there are systemic challenges that lead to outright 

racism against Indigenous disaster evacuees in a place that was only a few hours from my home. 

More review of literature indicated this was not an isolated incident, but also that there was not 

an overwhelming amount of research in this space. At the time, I could not find anything that 

related to Emergency Management with First Nations that resided in the Lower Mainland, a 

place I have always called home. However, I knew that at least one local First Nation still did not 

have access to clean drinking water despite being a stone’s throw from residents of the 

neighboring municipalities who did. I suppose because of the family connection, I started to 

wonder about KFN. By this point in time, my family had been able to restore their connection to 

KFN and I had several relatives that lived on McMillan Island. To this end and at the suggestion 

of my Thesis Supervisor to follow Indigenous Research Methodologies, I reached out to KFN to 

explore the idea of co-creating a research project and what followed has been a result of that.  

KFN had a clear idea of where they were struggling for clarity when it came to disaster 

and emergency management and that was around the risk that the annual freshet season posed to 

their community on McMillan Island. After just a couple meetings the direction of this research 
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took form and the research questions were created. With this dialogue already having entered the 

space of co-created knowledge, the project continued in a reciprocal manner that will continue 

even after this research is completed. This work is a co-creation that intends to add awareness to 

the variety of elements that impact KFN as they manage the risk associated to flooding for their 

community. This work is more than just an academic exploration, it is personal and relational.  
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Appendix 2 

Interview Guide Samples:  

Introduction:  

 This study will explore how and why Kwantlen First Nation, in the context of self-

determination and self-government, manage the risk associated to flooding. The purpose is 

provide context for the purpose of creating shared knowledge and identifying tangible 

opportunities for KFN to improve community resilience, as it relates to emergency management 

or specifically to flood management.   

The research questions will ask:  

1. Why and how does Kwantlen First Nation face flooding? And what role does colonialism 

have?  

2. How does Kwantlen First Nation’s worldview and priorities relate to other entities 

working in the space of flooding on the Fraser River?  

3. How does Kwantlen First Nation participate and collaborate with the other entities in this 

space to understand the risk of flooding and the various roles and responsibilities of each 

organization?   

4. Where are there opportunities to increase community preparedness and resilience at 

Kwantlen Nation, as it relates to flooding?  

This interview will ask you a series of questions and the information collected will help 

inform the questions that the whole research project is asking.   

Review consent letter:  
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- This is voluntary 

- Right to withdraw at any time **or not answer any particular question  

- Process: Interview, draft report, present for review to participants, comments/response if 

there is any misrepresentation or what is written is perceived to be harmful, then we will 

work together to remove or adjust your contribution 

- Data specific to KFN knowledge will be theirs to own 

- KFN will be involved in co-creating the findings  

- Do you have any questions before we get started?  
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Interview questions for entities external to KFN:  

1. Can you tell me a bit about your organization and your role?  

 

2. What does flood management look like within your organization?  

a. Mandate  

b. Resourcing, budget, support, written plans, training, exercises, committees?  

c. Community response, all hands on deck or experts only?  

 

3. How do you work with KFN for the purposes of disaster and emergency management or 

flood management?   

a. Mutual agreements, response, training, exercises, committees, information 

sharing, mitigation projects, lobbying?  

 

4. What does working well together, or collaboration, look like to you?  

a. In disaster and emergency management 

b. In flood mitigation or response  

 

5. Have you worked with KFN on a project or different business area that was successful?  

a. Can this inform DEM initiatives?  

b. Does world view have an impact?  

c. Is there something that made a particular interaction better than others?  

 

6. Are there other groups that you work with on DEM or Flooding?  

a. Provincial, federal, private, NGO? 

b. In training, exercises, response, committees, advice? 

 

7. Where do you get your information about flooding? 

a. Resources/tools/training 

b. Agencies  

 

8. If you were KFN, where would you prioritize your time, money and resources as it 

relates to flooding or emergency management?  

a. Diking, land use, sandbags, evacuation plans? 
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9. Where are your organization’s strengths? What do you think you do well?  

a. If there was an earthquake or a major flood in your area; how would your 

community respond and what strengths do you think you have in these scenarios?  

b. What were your strengths in responding to COVID-19?  

c. Coping, Capabilities, tactics (for mitigation, adaptation, preparedness, planning, 

response, recovery )  

d. Understanding the land, community 

e. Working together as a community/ community engagement 

f. Training, tools, exercises, written plans  

 

10. Where are your organizations weaknesses? What keeps you up at night?  

a. If there was an earthquake or a major flood in your area; what would you need 

that you don’t already have?  

b. What weaknesses/challenges did you identify in your response to COVID-19?  

c. Knowledge, supplies, resources, communication, information  

 

11. Is there anything else that you would like me to know or consider that we have not 

already talked about?   
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Interview questions for KFN:  

1. Can you tell me about any experiences you’ve had with either flooding or emergency 

management?  

 

2. What does flood management look like at KFN?  

a. Mandate  

b. Resourcing, budget, support, written plans, training, exercises, committees?  

c. Community response, all hands on deck or experts only?  

d. Historically  

 

3. How does KFN work with other organizations for the purposes of disaster and emergency 

management or flood management?   

a. Mutual agreements, response, training, exercises, committees, information 

sharing, mitigation projects, lobbying?  

b. History?  

 

4. What does working well together, or collaboration with external groups, look like to you?  

a. In disaster and emergency management 

b. In flood mitigation or response  

 

5. Have you worked with external groups on a project or different business area that was 

successful?  

a. Can this inform DEM initiatives?  

b. Does world view have an impact?  

c. Is there something that made a particular interaction better than others?  

 

6. Are there other groups that you work with on DEM or Flooding?  

a. Provincial, federal, private, NGO? 

b. In training, exercises, response, committees, advice? 

 

7. Where do you get your information about flooding? 

a. Resources/tools/training 

b. Agencies  
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8. What do you think KFN should prioritize in terms of time, money and resources either as 

it relates to flooding, emergency management or both?  

a. Diking, land use, sandbags, evacuation plans? 

 

9. Where are KFN’s strengths? What do you think you do well?  

a. If there was an earthquake or a major flood in your area; how would your 

community respond and what strengths do you think you have in these scenarios?  

b. What were your strengths in responding to COVID-19?  

c. Coping, Capabilities, tactics (for mitigation, adaptation, preparedness, planning, 

response, recovery )  

d. Understanding the land, community 

e. Working together as a community/ community engagement 

f. Training, tools, exercises, written plans  

 

10. Where are KFN’s weaknesses? What keeps you up at night?  

a. If there was an earthquake or a major flood in your area; what would you need 

that you don’t already have?  

b. What weaknesses/challenges did you identify in your response to COVID-19?  

c. Knowledge, supplies, resources, communication, information  

 

11. Is there anything else that you would like me to know or consider that we have not 

already talked about?   

 

 


