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Abstract 
 
Through qualitative semi-structured interviews with host community partners, this thesis 
explores the effects of hosting three different groups of First Nation evacuees on a single host 
community, the City of Timmins, as well as potential improvements to address negative impacts 
and experiences for the host community and evacuees. Hosting partners experienced challenges 
around a lack of familiarity with evacuating communities, language barriers, inadequate 
substance use and mental health supports, assumption of large costs, and access to deployable 
provincial supports. Findings demonstrated that the needs of evacuees during precautionary and 
emergency evacuations are distinct, necessitating agile hosting plans. Recommendations for 
hosting partners are provided based on the interview findings. Further considerations for 
improving host community capacity include sharing lessons between host communities, 
conducting further collaborative research, encouraging relationship building between host 
communities and First Nation representatives, simplifying provincial standards, and applying 
lessons from existing research, community studies, reports, and commissions. 
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This thesis is dedicated to the communities whose experiences shaped this study and 
informed prior research and reports, and to communities who will evacuate or host 
their neighbours in the future due to environmental degradation, reactive policies and 
practices, and circumstances deemed unmitigable. 

 
May we commit to take care of one another. 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 

Between mid-April and July 2019, the City of Timmins hosted 1,216 evacuees from three 

First Nation communities for a total of 74 days. The first evacuation was a planned annual flood 

evacuation for members of Kashechewan, a Cree First Nation located near the James Bay. The 

second and third evacuations were in response to the Red Lake 39 and Red Lake 23 wildfires, 

which threatened Pikangikum and Keewaywin First Nations in Northwestern Ontario. Both First 

Nations are located near the provincial boundary with Manitoba. The City of Timmins had 

initially agreed to participate in a single planned evacuation response for 2 weeks, welcoming 

700 evacuees from Kashechewan. However, Ontario had limited host community capacity, and 

Timmins hosted 847 evacuees from Kashechewan for 43 days, 206 evacuees from Pikangikum 

for 14 days, and 163 evacuees from Keewaywin for 17 days. Interview responses indicated the 

city was asked to take more evacuees throughout the summer. While members of Keewaywin 

First Nation were staying in Timmins, Pikangikum was re-evacuated to other host communities. 

Pikangikum was never fully evacuated due to a lack of host communities. Some evacuees from 

Pikangikum went to Winnipeg in Manitoba and Regina in Saskatchewan (IFNA, 2019). The cost 

of hosting the three groups in Timmins for 74 days was over $9 million. Overall, 2019 was a 

positive experience for the City of Timmins, and the city has honoured its agreement with 

Indigenous Services Canada to host First Nations evacuees in 2020 and 2021.  

This study was initially conceived as a wildfire evacuation study, but the Kashechewan 

flood evacuation has been included to have a comparison between a planned evacuation and a 

hazard-generated evacuation. It is also difficult to discuss evacuations in Ontario without talking 

about the almost annual James Bay flood evacuations, which are the reason there are many host 

communities along the Highway 11 corridor in Northeastern Ontario. The main purpose of the 
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study was to determine the impacts of hosting evacuees on a host community and what 

improvements can be undertaken by a variety of partners to reduce negative impacts on host 

communities and negative experiences for First Nation evacuees. Throughout this thesis, a host 

community is understood as a municipality or another First Nation that welcomes First Nation 

evacuees and provides for their wellbeing while they are unable to return home due to a threat or 

a hazard. As this study progressed, it became clear that hosting is part of a larger concern, which 

is that emergency management policy for First Nations has placed emphasis and investment in 

response while neglecting prevention, preparedness, mitigation, and recovery.  

Positioning Statement 
 
 I am a settler researcher who has focused my academic work on the history and legacies 

of colonialism around the world and in Canada. I returned to my undergraduate degree when Idle 

No More was occurring, and the marches and learning opportunities changed my understanding 

of many things. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Final Report was tabled during my 

final year of undergraduate studies. Both processes contributed to important realizations about 

Canadian history, and I started to unlearn the sanitized and simplified version I had been offered 

in school. While I learned about the social dimensions of disasters during my graduate studies, I 

also worked as an oral history practitioner. I worked cross culturally, melding storytelling, 

education, and applicable Calls to Action. I worked with people from various Indigenous nations 

who had experienced generations of colonial violence, policies, and practices. I quickly realized 

that colonialism was and continues to be a slow, prolonged disaster. As I completed this work, I 

was encouraged to teach settler history to other non-Indigenous people because Canadians often 

do not know their history, and there are many truths that still need to be heard and accepted. As a 

result, this research was conceived with important underlying concepts. 
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It is necessary to acknowledge the land question and Indigenous-settler relations when 

discussing hosting Indigenous evacuees on their territories. Indigenous peoples are hosts to 

settlers year-round, some through treaty and some through on-going dispossession. The word 

“settler” is used throughout this thesis interchangeably with “non-Indigenous” because Canada is 

a settler colonial state. The word “settler” is not meant as a pejorative. Settler colonialism 

underpins Canadian policies and practices, which include emergency management. Settler 

colonialism is what Wisner et al. (2004) would dub a “root cause”, which is part of the 

underlying factors of a population’s vulnerability to hazards and risk for disaster (p. 35). In the 

case of Northern Ontario, vulnerable populations are often “remote”, fly-in First Nations. 

Settler colonialism is the type of colonialism that was practiced and continues in Canada, 

the United States, Australia, South Africa, and New Zealand. It is distinct from imperialism (e.g., 

a contiguous empire) and the colonial holdings where countries exerted minority foreign rule 

over a majority colonized population (Verancini, 2010). Settlers stayed, set up a polity in a place 

separate from their ancestral lands, encouraged settlement, and absorbed migrants (Verancini, 

2010). Settler colonies and states also tried to segregate and assimilate Indigenous populations 

through polices like the Indian Act (1876). Over time, settler practices, philosophies, and 

legislation were made supreme through nation building. Settlers continue to benefit from 

political office, education, the justice system, and the economy (Verancini, 2010, p. 10).  

A key element of settler colonialism is that legitimacy has been perpetuated and 

regenerated through a narrative that the settler population is not “colonial”. Settlers have been 

taught that Indigenous territories and political authorities were surrendered through diplomatic 

transactions (Starblanket & Hunt, 2020). In the words of Starblanket and Hunt (2020):  

… not all who make their home in Canada are informed. And, even 
among those who are informed, even fewer people recognize the 
ways in which they are implicated by, and in many cases, benefit 
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from, contemporary structures of colonialism in everyday and 
innumerable ways. Many people – informed and uninformed – see 
their everyday actions as divorced from colonial governing systems 
and institutions; many see themselves as independently self-made 
individuals unburdened by the violence of the colonial histories 
that have produced the present. But colonialism forms a 
scaffolding that is largely invisible to those who do not experience 
its harmful consequences firsthand or who deny its connections to 
the disproportionate levels of suffering faced by Indigenous 
peoples. Thus non-Indigenous people can claim to see colonialism 
without ever feeling compelled to transform it. They can perceive 
the story, the narrative of colonization, without ever having to, or 
even feeling the need to, work to change its regenerative structures 
or foundations.  

       (pp. 49 – 50) 

It is necessary to acknowledge these contexts when discussing the host-guest relationship. While 

this thesis is about hosting evacuees, it was written with the knowledge that settlers have been 

less than gracious guests. 

 Paulette Regan’s “Unsettling the Settler Within” (2010) offers a way to examine the role 

of settler host communities in First Nations’ evacuations experiences in an era when 

reconciliation has been promised by all levels of government and various institutions and 

organizations. Regan encouraged an “unsettling pedagogy” that makes settlers the object of 

study to examine complicity in the on-going project of colonization, as well as how they 

continue to benefit from colonialism (Regan, 2010, p. 21, 33). I am writing this thesis as a settler 

for other settlers who are likely emergency managers and researchers. The settler host 

community is the object of analysis. While Regan’s work was focused on the history and legacy 

of Residential Schools, her approach is effective for investigating Indigenous-settler relations, 

building trust, working to repair relationships, and renewing relationships to not replicate past 

wrongs (2010, p. 28). Regan has also promoted a “pedagogy of discomfort”, which means that 

“as members of the dominant culture, we have to be willing to be uncomfortable, to be 
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disquieted at a deep and disturbing level - and to understand our own history, if we are to 

transform our colonial relationship with Indigenous peoples” (Yordy, 2018). Many interview 

participants shared experiences to elicit discomfort and reflection and engender change. Regan 

(2010) also points to “bifurcated consciousness” in policy making roles, where one separates 

personal beliefs from professional life in order do work that one does not agree with (p. 40). 

Emergency management is no exception to this conundrum. Indigenous emergency management 

in Canada reveals the shortcomings of state policies, practices, and decision-making. 

My experiences as a historian mean this research takes a longer view of the complexities 

of hosting First Nation evacuees in Ontario. The participants’ responses are shared after an 

overview of historical processes and policy-generated vulnerabilities that have contributed to 

First Nation evacuations and the need for host communities. My experiences as an oral historian 

also shape this research through an appreciation for participants’ lived experiences and 

perspectives. My hope for improved Indigenous-settler relations - with particular attention to 

emergency management – also motivated this work. This was an opportunity to ask a host 

community to reflect on what went right, what went wrong, where more support was required, 

and what can be done to improve. It also encouraged participants to think about what their 

motivations and responsibilities were as hosts, as per provincial standards and their own views. 

Community Profiles and Context 
 

Existing literature has shown that a lack of attention to history, culture, and worldviews 

has caused harm to First Nation evacuees in host communities. The following section provides 

backgrounds on the host community and the evacuated communities, as it is important to place 

people and places in historical and contemporary processes. Key information about overarching 

First Nation representative bodies and relevant treaties is also provided. 
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The City of Timmins. The City of Timmins is located in Northeastern Ontario in the 

District of Cochrane, along the Mattagami River. According to Woodland Heritage Services 

(2006), ancestors of regional peoples, such as the Mattagami First Nation, began to inhabit the 

Mattagami River area at least 6,000 years ago. Southern portions of the Mattagami River are 

stewarded and inhabited by the Anishinaabe and the Algonquin. The Northern areas are Moose 

Cree territory. First Nations have also shared the Mattagami River area for more than 300 years 

with Europeans and Canadians. Timmins was founded on January 1, 1912, to serve the Hollinger 

gold mine (Encyclopedia Britannica, 2018). It is located on the Mattagami band’s territories 

(Woodland Heritage Services, 2006). The current City of Timmins is a regional centre for 

shopping, commerce, health care, industrial supplies, shipping, and education. Fifty per cent of 

the population of Timmins is bilingual in English and French, and the city has a notable Franco-

Ontarian presence (Réseau du Nord, 2016). According to the 2016 census, the population of 

Timmins includes 4,715 Indigenous people, representing 11.4% of the total population of 45,000 

(Statistics Canada, 2017). 275 residents of Timmins speak an Indigenous language, with most 

language carriers speaking the i-dialect of Cree, known as Moose Cree (Statistics Canada, 2017). 

Nishnawbe Aski Nation. Nishnawbe Aski Nation (NAN) is a political territorial 

organization formed in 1973 to represent First Nations in what is now Northern Ontario to all 

levels of government. NAN represents 49 First Nation communities, with a total membership of 

approximately 45,000 people. Communities are grouped by Tribal Council, including Windigo 

First Nations Council, Wabun Tribal Council, Shibogama First Nations Council, Mushkegowuk 

Council, Matawa First Nations, Keewaytinook Okimakanak, and the Independent First Nations 

Alliance (Nishnawbe Aski Nation, 2020). NAN represents communities that are signatories of 

the James Bay Treaty, also known at Treaty no. 9, and Treaty 5 (Nisknawbe Aski Nation, 2020). 
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Treaties govern the relationship between the Crown and First Nations in much of Ontario. 

Treaties are agreements between sovereign states recognized under international law that outline 

mutual obligations in exchange for privileges (Union of Ontario Indians, 2013). Treaties 

facilitated the Crown’s access to vast swaths of land for settlement and resources. Treaties in 

Ontario are often non-contiguous, as they were primarily implemented before the establishment 

of contemporary boundaries. They contain provisions that were not negotiable or not made in 

good faith. Additionally, annuity payments have not reflected inflation, signatories had disparate 

understandings of the treaty relationship and provisions, and the Crown has repeatedly failed to 

fulfil its obligations (Union of Ontario Indians, 2013). The following section outlines the history 

of Treaties No. 9 and No. 5 to contextualize the relationship between the evacuated First Nations 

and the Crown, and some of the contemporary conditions experienced in the three communities.  

Treaty No. 9. Treaty No. 9 is a constitutionally recognized agreement between Cree and 

Ojibwe nations and the Crown. Treaty No. 9, also known as the James Bay Treaty, was signed 

between Treaty Commissioners and Cree and Ojibwe peoples in 1905 and 1906, with subsequent 

adhesions in 1929 and 1930. The treaty stretches from the lands north of the Robinson-Superior 

Treaty to the eastern and northern boundaries of Ontario. The western boundary is Treaty No. 3. 

In total, the treaty covers 90,000 mi2 of Northern Ontario. The Treaty was negotiated to gain 

access to land for settlement and immigration, trade, travel, mining, and lumber in exchange for 

“allowances” (Long, 2010, p. 317). These “allowances” included one-time gratuity and annuity 

($4.00 per year) payments, the creation of reserves (one square mile for each family of five1) on 

land not claimed by the Province of Ontario; personnel, structures, and equipment for education; 

and the right to pursue hunting, fishing, and trapping “except on lands taken for settlements, 

 
1 Edward Borren, an Ontario magistrate, learned in 1890 that families needed 50-100mi2 to care for 
themselves (e.g. hunting game and collecting fur). 
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mining, lumbering, trading, or other purposes” (Long, 2010, p 317). The Crown also reserved the 

right to portions of reserves and lands for public works, buildings, railways, or roads in return for 

equivalent compensation. Additionally, the Province of Ontario was afforded the right to veto 

desired reserve locations and changes to reserve locations (Morrisson, 1986, p. 45).  

The treaty making process involved commissioners traveling throughout First Nation 

territories to meet with bands and leadership. Proceedings included handshakes and gift-giving, 

verbal explanation of the treaty, signing, gratuity payment, distribution of identification, holding 

elections, presenting a flag, speeches, feasting, meeting the doctor, and choosing a reserve 

(Long, 2010, p 335). Leaders were given little notice of the treaty commissioner’s arrival and 

were constrained by short timeframes to consider the terms of the treaty. Indigenous signatories 

wanted their communities to be able to survive on the resources located on the territories they 

would still have access to (Long, 2010, p. 388). Yet, the terms of Treaty No. 9 were fixed with 

no intention of allowing negotiation of counter provisions by Indigenous signatories. 

There were numerous issues during treaty trips that call into question the legitimacy of 

the treaty. The commissioners could not communicate in Cree or Ojibwa and relied on 

interpreters. There were also vastly different worldviews at play, and it was difficult to 

communicate Western concepts in the First Nation signatories’ languages because values and 

vocabularies diverged. For instance, the idea of laws restricting hunting and fishing, or land 

ownership, was unthinkable to First Nation signatories (Long, 2010). Commissioners’ journals 

also indicated that treaty explanations differed from community to community, and verbal 

promises were made that were not reflected in the written treaty. In MacMartin’s account, 

leaders were not asked to surrender their territories, despite the Crown desiring Cree and Ojibwe 
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peoples to “cede, release, surrender and yield up” their lands (Long, 2010, p. 335, 344)2. 

According to Elder Maurius Spence, a commissioner held the pen while signatories touched the 

end of the pen in Fort Albany. Long (2010) questioned if signatories understood what they were 

doing if they needed help to touch the pen. It was also communicated to First Nation signatories 

that the future would be difficult if they did not agree to the terms (Morrison, 1986, p. 42).  

Another issue is that the Cree word for treaty, “nasktoomitowin”, which means “the oral 

agreement”. In practice, oral agreements were understood as agreements that needed to be 

revisited and adjusted. This understanding does not align with the Western notion that a treaty is 

a one-time transaction (Long, 2010, p. 345). Additionally, Long (2010) did not find evidence that 

signatories understood that they were giving up 99% of their territories, which would indicate 

that consent was not given to cede their title and rights (p. 352).  

During the treaty making process, there was no mention of the Indian Act, which came 

into force in 1876. The Federal-Provincial agreement was not communicated and the fact that 

reserves would fall under government control was not explained. The written treaty also did not 

mention medical care, but a doctor accompanied commissioners and examined community 

members. In Fort Albany, Duncan Campbell Scott, one of the commissioners, said that a doctor 

would come annually to administer medicine without charge. The commissioners also stated that 

the Crown would provide help in perpetuity (Morrison, 1986). According to Morrison (1986), 

communities expected relief supplies, salaries for leaders, a feast for the annuity time, and an 

annual medical visit. These promises went unfulfilled for many years. 

Treaty No. 5. Treaty No. 5 is a constitutionally recognized agreement between the 

Ojibwa (Saulteaux) and Swampy Cree peoples and the Crown. Treaty No. 5, also known as the 

 
2 The concept surrender of land was imposed on Indigenous signatories. Oral histories and archival 
records of treaties indicate that Indigenous nations agreed to share lands (Yellowhead Institute, 2020). 
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Winnipeg Treaty, involved two processes that occurred 33 years apart: The Southern treaty trips 

(1875–76) and the Northern adhesions (1909-1910). Treaty No. 5 covers a territory of 345,500 

km², including much of contemporary central and northern Manitoba, as well as parts of 

Saskatchewan and Ontario (Ministry of Indigenous Affairs, 2020). There is little documentation 

available about the adhesion process in what is now Ontario, but the complexity and protracted 

process of the adhesion is outlined in writing about the experiences in Manitoba.  

Tough’s (1996) history on Indigenous peoples and the Northern Manitoba economy 

shows that title negotiations were undertaken at the convenience of the government, who offered 

as little as possible. Both the Southern and Northern communities in Manitoba wanted to enter 

into a treaty with the Crown, as they were aware of previous numbered treaties, and desired 

protections as settlers arrived in their territories. However, the Crown focused on cession of title 

and access to resources in the Southern region surrounding Lake Winnipeg for agriculture and 

settlement. By 1908, the only region of the Prairies without treaty relations was Northern 

Manitoba, an area attracting commercial and development interests, settlements, and a plan to 

build a railway to the Hudson Bay (Coates & Morrison, 1986). The Department of Indian Affairs 

ignored treaty requests in the North despite pressures from bands, missionaries, and lieutenant-

governors between 1876 and 1907. Requests were rejected because the land was not seen as 

suitable for agriculture nor needed for immigration (Tough, 1996). 

The terms of the treaty were set by the Crown before “treaty making” began. During the 

treaty process, the commissioners explained the terms, asked Indigenous communities for 

suggestions, and secured their “acceptance”. The only real choices involved the elections of 

chiefs and the selection of reserve sites. During the second treaty trip, commissioners were 

instructed to pay $5.00 in annuities, with $15 per headman and $25 per chief, as the land was not 
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considered useful. Each family received 160 acres (one quarter of the allotment granted to 

signatories of Treaties No. 3 and 4), but the government retained the right to sell or lease reserve 

lands in return for compensation. The government agreed to maintain schools on reserves as 

well. Nations retained their rights to hunt, fish, and trap on treaty lands – except on lands for 

settlements, mining, and forestry. Additional provisions included annual payment for 

ammunition, twine, provision of clothing for chiefs and headmen, and a one-time payment for 

farm stock, tools, and equipment (Coates & Morrison, 1986). 

The adhesion process began because outsiders infringed upon First Nation title and plans 

were underway for the railway to Churchill, Manitoba (Tough, 1996). The Northern adhesions 

also occurred after provincial and territorial boundaries were resolved. First Nation communities 

between the border and Treaty No. 5 were made part of Treaty No. 5 (Coates & Morrison, 1986). 

The terms of the adhesions were the same as the 1875-1876 treaty, but the conditions were worse 

than those three decades prior (Tough, 1996). The population in Northern Manitoba was growing 

and bands had different aspirations. Some wanted lands suited to agriculture and some bands’ 

hunting lands and livelihoods had been diminished. The original boundary of Treaty No. 5 was 

also arbitrary and cut through kin and social affiliations (Tough, 1996). The written adhesions 

outlined the area to be surrendered, the creation of reserves based on the 160 acres per family of 

five, ammunition, twine, and a gratuity and annuity of $5.00 (Queen’s Printer, 1969).  

Indian Agent J. Semmens was instructed to make no “outside promises” during the 

adhesion process. Outside promises were verbal promises made during previous numbered treaty 

discussions left unfulfilled because they were not recorded in the written treaty (Tough, 1996). 

While Semmens had assured bands that they would retain their hunting rights within their 

lifetimes and promised compensation for loss of territories, the written adhesions outlined 
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extinguishment of rights, title, and interest (Tough, 1996; Queen’s Printer, 1969). The adhesions 

were generally agreed upon quickly because a treaty had been requested for three decades and 

preparatory meetings had occurred in 1908. However, there were numerous issues during the 

adhesion process, including an interpreter who could not communicate with the Dene peoples 

and the signing of the wrong document at Split Lake in Manitoba. After the adhesion, it became 

clear that the provisions related to hunting, fishing, trapping, and reserves had not been explained 

well nor entirely understood. A question about the surrender of title remains (Tough, 1996). 

These are the underlying relationships with the First Nation communities that evacuated in 2019. 

Kashechewan First Nation. Kashechewan is a Cree community of 2,500 located near 

the James Bay, along the Albany River in Northern Ontario. The community is accessible by 

plane, boat, or ice road. Kashechewan is a Treaty 9 signatory (Kashechewan First Nation, 2017). 

Flooding has been a recurring hazard for Kashechewan. In 1957, the community was forced to 

relocate from the Sinclair and Anderson Islands to land closer to the Hudson’s Bay store. The 

new location was at the confluence of four flood-prone waterways (Shimo, 2016). The first 

major flood occurred in 1976. Other serious flood years included 1985 and 2006. Kashechewan 

residents have evacuated 18 times because of flooding or flooding risks since 2004 (Khalafzai et 

al., 2019). The First Nation signed a relocation agreement with the Federal and Provincial 

governments in 2017. In 2019, Indigenous Services Canada estimated the relocation could take 

eight to ten years (White, 2019). Kashechewan has also faced “social” emergencies, including a 

water crisis. This health crisis was attributed to the cost of living and poor housing (Dehaas, 

2016). As a member of the Mushkegowuk Tribal Council, Kashechewan was previously under a 

state of emergency in response to illicit drugs and alcohol in member communities (Timmins 

Today Staff, 2018).  
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Pikangikum First Nation. Pikangikum First Nation is located on Pikangikum Lake, 

approximately 100 km northwest of Red Lake, Ontario. Pikangikum is one of the largest First 

Nation communities in Ontario with the largest on-reserve population in Northern Ontario, 

numbering more that 3,000 residents (Anderson, 2021, para 11). Pikangikum is a Treaty 5 First 

Nation. The community is accessible by air, boat, and winter road. An estimated 75% of the 

population is under 25 years of age and over one-third of Pikangikum’s members are under nine 

years of age. The primary language spoken in the community is Ojibwa. According to the 

Independent First Nations Alliance, the population does not have adequate infrastructure and 

services. As a result, the community has experienced health and social crises (Independent First 

Nations Alliance, 2020). 

Keewaywin First Nation. Keeywaywin First Nation is an Oji-Cree community located 

on the south shore of Sandy Lake, 580 km northwest of Thunder Bay. The in-community 

population is 547 people, but the total membership is 716. Keewaywin is a Treaty 5 First Nation. 

Keewaywin used to be part of Sandy Lake First Nation but gained band status in 1985 and was 

granted approval for reserve land in 1991 (Teach for Canada, 2018; Sandy Lake First Nation, 

2020). The community is accessible by air or by winter road. The winter road connects 

Keewaywin to Pickle Lake and the provincial road system (Keewaytinook Okimakanak, 2020). 

Keewaywin First Nation is a member of the Keewaytinook Okimakanak Council. According to 

Teach for Canada (2018), many people still practice traditional activities in Keewaywin, but it is 

a Christian community where traditional spiritual practices and ceremonies are not performed (p. 

10). Alcohol and substances are not permitted in the community, which is enforced through 

luggage checks (Teach for Canada, 2018). Keewaywin First Nation previously fully evacuated in 

July 2011 due to a wildfire. Evacuees were hosted in Greenstone, in the District of Thunder Bay. 
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Figure 1.1: Map of evacuated First Nations and the host community 
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

 This chapter provides an overview of evacuation and host community literature, as well 

as themes in First Nation evacuations research that guided the development of this thesis. Recent 

research and reports on the interactions between First Nations and government ministries 

responsible for fulfilling evacuations and emergency management provide insight into First 

Nations’ experiences in host communities and examples of inadequate supports in host 

communities. While contemporary literature focuses on evacuees’ experiences, some of the 

research also provides glimpses into host communities’ experiences. The lack of data about host 

communities underlines the need to expand the understanding of what hosting First Nations 

evacuees entails, existing constraints for host communities, and potential areas for improvement. 

Evacuations 
 
 Evacuation is the primary protective action used in large-scale disasters in North America 

(Sorenson & Sorenson, 2007). The duration of an evacuation varies, and evacuations can occur 

spontaneously or at multiple times throughout a hazard event. Some evacuations can result in 

long-term relocation and resettlement, and not all evacuations result in communities returning to 

impacted areas (Sorenson & Sorenson, 2007). In Canada, flood and wildfire evacuations involve 

multiple governmental jurisdictions and agencies. Presiding natural resources and emergency 

management agencies determine the need for an evacuation in consultation with other bodies 

based on anticipated hazard behaviour, available fire suppression capacity, and accessible routes 

(Beverly & Bothwell, 2011).  

Types of evacuees in Canada. Between 1980 and 2007, one-third of wildfire evacuees 

were in British Columbia, Manitoba, Ontario, and Quebec (Beverly & Bothwell, 2011, p. 582). 

Almost one-third of all wildfire evacuations during that same period involved First Nations 
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reserves and Métis settlements, located in Ontario, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and Quebec 

(Beverly & Bothwell, 2011). There are also recent examples of the disproportionate impact 

environmental hazards have on First Nations. According to Indigenous Services Canada (2020), 

126 evacuations of First Nations communities occurred due to wildfires between April 1, 2013 

and March 31, 2019. Wildfire evacuations affected 39,288 First Nations residents. During the 

same period, 124 evacuations of First Nations communities occurred due to flood hazards, which 

impacted 17,938 residents (Indigenous Services Canada, 2020). Of the 250 First Nations 

evacuations, 42 evacuations were long-term evacuations, meaning they lasted more than two 

months (Indigenous Services Canada, 2020). While many evacuees stay in hotels or in mass 

evacuation centres, some evacuees may choose to evacuate to relatives’ and friends’ homes and 

their experiences are less likely to be captured in research (Sorenson & Sorenson, 2007).  

Evacuation behaviour. Individual and community evacuation behaviour can vary based 

on factors such as threat perception, lived experiences, and access to resources. Australian 

literature on bushfire evacuation behaviours illustrates evacuation compliance in rural 

environments, which may be applicable to rural and remote populations in Canada. For instance, 

McLennan, Patton, & Beatson (2015) pointed to the psychological differences between those 

who intend to evacuate and those who intend to remain by surveying 584 residents. Their results 

showed that 47% of locals intended on leaving, 24% intended on defending, and 29% intended 

on waiting to decide (McLennan et al., 2015, pp. 41-42). Ultimately, the authors argue that 

evacuation cannot be the only option for fire safety because many people want to stay and 

defend, but preparedness and household safety improvements are required (McLennan et al., 

2015, p. 43). More recently, Strahan, Whittaker, & Handmer (2018) expanded upon McLennan 

et al.’s three archetypes to define a further four archetypes based on phone surveys with 457 
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participants. The authors argued that policy must take seven archetypes into consideration, as the 

accepted binary of evacuees and those who remain does not give an accurate picture of 

behaviours (p. 313). In their 2014 case study, Cote & McGee used a survey and focus group 

discussions to understand the wildfire evacuation-related intentions of 12 adult residents in Mt. 

Lorne, Yukon. The case study found that all 12 residents preferred to stay and defend their 

properties provided the wildfire did not become very severe. 10 participants had already 

undertaken mitigation measures on their properties. However, participants were not very 

interested in sheltering in place (Cote & McGee, 2014, p. 600). It is noted later in this literature 

review that First Nations communities may prefer to stay and defend, but this is not necessarily 

supported by provincial and federal emergency management bodies and existing resources. 

Wildfires and evacuations. Beverly & Bothwell (2011) used provincial records and 

news reports to outline trends in Canadian wildfires and evacuations from 1980 – 2007. The 

authors’ findings showed that Canadian wildfire evacuations have occurred primarily in two 

boreal ecozones with low population densities and high burn areas (p. 586). Evacuations lasted 

between 1-16 days and occurred most frequently between May and August (Beverly & Bothwell, 

2011, p. 582). The authors also point to the experience of Indigenous evacuees, who frequently 

live closer to hazards, resulting in Indigenous people being implicated in nearly one-third of the 

evacuations events studied (Beverly & Bothwell, 2011). The information provided about First 

Nations and Métis evacuees highlights the need to understand if and how host communities are 

prepared to provide culturally appropriate assistance and services. 

Services for evacuees in host communities. Evacuations can impact mealtimes and 

eating habits, so it is important for evacuees and host communities to have access to a variety of 

foods to avoid discomfort and illness. For First Nations evacuees, it is recommended that host 
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communities make traditional foods available, provide options to choose from, and provide food 

preparation spaces (Pearce, Murphy, & Chrétien, 2018). However, some emergency management 

bodies, including Emergency Social Services British Columbia, may provide food vouchers with 

a spend-by date to evacuees, which means evacuees can eat at restaurants or shop at grocery 

stores (Balzer, 2017, para 4).  

The activities and services organized for evacuees vary between host communities. A 

recent example of how activities and services were made available to evacuees was in the City of 

Edmonton and surroundings during the Fort McMurray wildfire evacuation. The City of 

Edmonton offered free admission to city-owned attractions, the Province offered free admission 

to provincially owned sites, and businesses offered free admissions as well. Some library 

services, including universities, offered free library cards and computer access (Postmedia News, 

2016). Information was circulated through local publications, outlining reception centres, free 

meals, and health care teams (Postmedia News, 2016). Evidently, entertainment, childcare, and 

other services may be more available in a large metropolitan than in a smaller host community. 

Experiences as a Host Community 
 

There is a dearth of knowledge about what host communities experience during 

evacuations in the Canadian context. However, a 2017 (Rozdilsky & Mamuji) study illuminated 

what occurred when Kamloops hosted 11,000 people in 2017. Through 17 field interviews with 

host community stakeholders, the authors outlined some successes and necessary improvements 

for Kamloops’ ability to meet response-generated demands during future evacuation events. 

Notable successes included the accessibility of public transport, parking facilities, private 

accommodations, mass sheltering, and the use of the Tk'emlups te Secwepemc Pow Wow 

grounds, which accommodated extended families (Rozdilsky & Mamuji, 2017). Authors noted 
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valuable lessons around the importance of communication and coordination, avoiding hard stop 

dates for emergency social services, anticipating intergovernmental cooperation for evacuees 

scattered across boundaries, and ensuring volunteers receive food and breaks (Rozdilsky & 

Mamuji, 2017). While the study is ground-breaking in Canada, it would be useful to understand 

what impacts hosting evacuees in 2017 has had on Kamloops subsequently, as the study was 

conducted during the evacuation. 

Yumulgova et al. (2019) examined the role of volunteers in Indigenous communities 

during emergency responses in Aotearoa (New Zealand), Canada, and the United States. One of 

the case studies from Canada, focusing on Siksika Nation, revealed the importance of engaging 

volunteers from an evacuated community while evacuees were staying in an evacuation centre in 

their community. Siksika Nation was impacted by a flood in 2013 and over 1,000 members 

evacuated, many staying in the Deerfoot Sportsplex (Yumulgova et al., 2019). Having Siksika 

Family services staff and volunteers supporting evacuees was important because they acted as 

cultural and linguistic translators between evacuees and non-Indigenous emergency management 

partners. Cross-cultural relationship building and collaboration was valuable in ensuring respect 

and cultural understanding. For instance, evacuees were more forthcoming about their needs and 

trauma when speaking in Siksiká, the Blackfoot language. Volunteering also helped evacuees 

cope and reinforced traditions of co-operation and inclusion (Yumugolva et al., 2019, p. 14).  

Most recently, a qualitative study of the challenges faced by host cities supporting people 

displaced in California during the 2018 Camp Fire shed light on the impacts of disaster induced 

displacement on infrastructure services provision, and the interdependency of infrastructure 

(Spearing & Faust, 2020). The semi-structured interviews revealed that host communities’ 

challenges included contending with a lack of prior relationships between multiple levels of 
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government, non-governmental groups, and the private sector that needed to collaborate in 

providing shelter, transportation, and water (Spearing & Faust, 2020). Other challenges involved 

equitable allocation of housing, coordinating and supporting volunteers for sheltering services, 

rigid zoning preventing the ability to temporarily house large groups of displaced persons, 

knowing when to initialize and adapt services for displaced persons due to lack of information 

about peoples’ locations, and a lack of protocols around emergency accommodations for utilities 

(Spearing & Faust, 2020). Billing and funding were also both issues because there is not a 

mechanism to provide funding to host cities and funding for displaced populations is piecemeal.  

Additionally, displacement compounded pre-existing infrastructure issues (e.g., 

transportation contending with overcapacity and a lack of housing) and resulted in “cascading 

demands” tied to water, sanitation, and public transportation, which exposed important 

interdependencies between infrastructure systems (Spearing & Faust, 2020, pp. 9-10). The 

authors recommended host cities incorporate considerations around provision of infrastructure 

services in their emergency plans and periodically assess the capacities of their infrastructure 

systems. It would also be beneficial for host cities to allow for temporary adaptions (e.g. zoning 

flexibility) to accommodate displaced persons. The United States’ Congress could also assist by 

providing funding based on the percentage of population increase (Spearing & Faust, 2020). 

First Nations’ Evacuation and Host Community Experiences 
 

In the following section, First Nation communities’ experiences during evacuations and 

stays in host communities are outlined in sequence based on the year each evacuation occurred. 

These examples are followed by a deeper exploration of themes that have emerged over the past 

decade in research conducted about First Nation evacuations and emergency management across 

Canada. Unfortunately, many issues revealed in earlier research reappear in later studies.  
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Epp, Haque, & Peers (1998) examined emergency preparedness in Pukatawagan, Roseau 

River, and Sioux Valley First Nations in Manitoba through focus groups and interviews with 

community members impacted by floods and wildfires. The focus groups and interviews 

identified several issues, including ill-defined emergency plans, the strain of family and 

community separation, unfair treatment in host communities, delays in hazard communication, 

and inadequate knowledge and training on emergency preparedness (Epp et al., 1998). Two of 

the authors also highlighted some of the barriers to change in First Nation emergency 

preparedness, which included inadequate funding, social vulnerabilities due to colonial 

oppression, the challenges of establishing self-government, and on-going jurisdictional authority 

issues (Epp, Haque, Peers, 1998).  

Obonsawin’s (2009) thesis focused on First Nations communities in Northern Ontario 

who face annual flooding. Obonsawin used surveys and interviews to explore issues experienced 

by evacuees and paths toward improvement. Obonsawin determined that the issues faced in host 

communities (e.g., inappropriate accommodations, lack of planning for long-term evacuations, 

temporary First Nations liaisons, etc.) could be alleviated by an improved understanding of host 

communities’ expectations, roles, and responsibilities, as well as relationship building and 

community resourcing (2009, p. 44). In a wildfire evacuation study, Asfaw, Sandy Lake First 

Nation, McGee & Christianson (2019) amplified the 2011 experiences of Oji-Cree evacuees 

from Sandy Lake First Nation in their qualitative community-based study. The authors 

concluded that there is a need for evacuation plans to be tailored to First Nation value systems, 

cultures and worldviews, and a need to assign evacuation liaisons in host communities, as well as 

a need to accommodate medically vulnerable Elders and extended families.  
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Scharbach’s (2014) thesis explored the 10-day evacuation of Hatchet Lake Denesuline 

First Nation to evacuation centres in Prince Albert and Saskatoon in 2011. The participants 

indicated it was difficult to have been separated them from their family and community as it 

disrupted social roles. They did not have enough food or water in the transportation hub and 

faced poor treatment in host communities. The participants felt that their basic needs were met in 

the host communities, and they expressed gratitude to the Red Cross. However, they felt that 

there were not enough planned activities nor resources for elders who required support at the 

hotels. Some evacuees also had negative interactions with hotel staff, hotel security, and police 

due to a lack of consideration for their culture, their unfamiliarity with host communities, and 

language barriers (Scharbach, 2014). Local media reports also focussed on public intoxication 

and disturbances, which represented evacuees negatively and unfairly. Participants also noted 

that no media attention was given to the distress caused by displacement and separation from 

family and supports (Scharbach, 2014, pp. 79 – 80). Scharbach & Waldram’s (2016) related 

journal article also examined the 2011 evacuation of Hatchet Lake First Nation in Saskatchewan, 

using open ended interviews with community members. The researchers concluded that the 

western risk triage model is inappropriate for Dene social organization and the model 

undermined community resilience by breaking up extended families. Authors instead proposed a 

culturally safe understanding of risk and evacuations (Scharbach & Waldram, 2016). 

Christianson, McGee & Whitefish First Nation 459 (2019) revealed participant distress 

experienced by Whitefish Lake First Nation evacuees during the 2011 wildfire evacuation 

through semi-structured interviews. Concerns included a lack of consideration for people on the 

land engaging in cultural activities, possible home loss in a community with a housing shortage, 

language barriers, low expendable incomes, lack of accommodations for extended families, and 
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jurisdictional problems related to reimbursements (Christianson et al., 2019). The authors 

recommended funding for a First Nation emergency manager, attention to those on the land 

during wildfires, and social supports in host communities (Christianson et al., 2019). 

Asfaw’s qualitative community-based dissertation (2018) on the 2011 evacuation of 

Sandy Lake First Nation involved 56 interviews and two focus group discussions to document 

the experiences of evacuees from Sandy Lake First Nation. The results showed that the 

evacuees’ negative experiences in the host community stemmed from inadequate 

accommodations, financial stresses, minimal organized activities, and racism from residents of 

certain host communities. With regard to host communities, Asfaw (2018) concluded that host 

communities must be prepared to meet the needs of vulnerable evacuees with particular attention 

to health care, language supports, and substance use supports. Asfaw also underlined that host 

communities should be able to support the cultural needs of evacuees, which requires training in 

cultural sensitivity at the very least (2018).  

Poole’s thesis (2019) about Pelican Narrows’ evacuation due to a wildfire in 2017 reveals 

various difficulties faced by evacuees in Prince Albert, Saskatoon, and Regina through grounded 

theory and 56 interviews. Many residents found host communities, particularly the cities of 

Saskatoon and Regina, daunting and unsafe unlike their community where children can walk 

around unsupervised (Poole, 2019). In the host communities, some residents were afraid to ask 

the Red Cross volunteers, who were primarily non-Indigenous, for the supplies that they needed 

due to the long history of colonialism and oppression. Participants outlined unmet needs in the 

three host communities, which included familiar food, money, childcare (which caused stress for 

parents, especially those who needed to work to support other community members), transport, 

assistance in their language, and adequate lodging (Poole, 2019). Additionally, participants 
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experienced mistreatment in host communities due to their race and the local news portrayed 

residents from Pelican Narrows in a negative way by focusing on “bad” behaviour and 

interviewing evacuees who were intoxicated (Poole, 2019). 

Tŝilhqot’in communities’ wildfire evacuation experiences in 2017 were similar to those 

experienced by the Rocky Cree community in Saskatchewan. Their experiences were shared in 

the 2019 report “The Fires Awakened Us” (Verhaeghe, Feltes, & Stacey), which relied on 

interviews, analysis of emergency management law, and examination of reports, scientific 

assessments, and community risk assessments. Families were separated and the evacuation 

eliminated access to community supports and care. It was also the first time that many citizens 

had been to a larger urban centre. Unfortunately, there were language and literacy barriers during 

evacuee registration, which meant that some evacuees did not receive necessary financial 

supports. Evacuated Tŝilhqot’in citizens assumed additional costs, including laundry, transport, 

groceries, and fuel. Substance use started or increased during evacuations to urban areas, and 

drugs returned to the communities from the host communities (Verhaeghe, Feltes, Stacey, 2019). 

Residents of Nadleh Whut’en First Nation also faced challenges in the host community 

they stayed in in 2018, which were documented in the “Trial by Fire” report through interviews 

with the community, the Region of Bulkley Nechako, the Village of Fraser Lake, the Province of 

British Columbia, and the Federal Government (Sharp & Krebs, 2018). The community 

expressed gratitude for the efforts made by Prince George, the host community. However, there 

were issues with community navigators being hired without job descriptions and standard 

protocols, inconsistent communications between the Emergency Operations Centre and 

navigators, inadequate food vouchers, some unfinished accommodations, some hotel and 

restaurant staff treating evacuees poorly, and inadequate activities and meeting spaces. The 
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evacuated residents noted that the hospitality that had existed in Prince George during the 2017 

wildfires was not present in 2018. The report also recommended cultural competency training for 

provincial staff and personnel (Sharp & Krebs, 2018). 

Pearce, Murphy, and Chrétien (2017) outlined best practices to assist Indigenous 

communities and host communities in preparing for evacuations based on Talking Circle 

exercises. Recommendations included improved communication, community-centred decision 

making, culturally appropriate healing practices, and better education and resourcing of host 

communities (Pearce et al., 2017). Both First Nation evacuees and host communities have faced 

a variety of challenges during evacuations over the course of the past two and half decades, and 

First Nation evacuations require further attention, supports, and policy measures across Canada. 

Memories of Residential Schools and Child Welfare Interventions 
 

A theme that has emerged in research on First Nation evacuation experiences in Canada 

is that evacuation accommodations can remind evacuees of negative residential school and child 

welfare experiences. Poole’s master’s thesis (2019) also reveals how Pelican Narrows’ residents 

felt their evacuation was reminiscent of parts of their residential school experiences. Four 

community members expressed this sentiment to a health care worker who was interviewed for 

the study. The community members felt this way because there was uncertainty around where 

they would end up, their families were forced to separate, they experienced a loss of control, they 

had to adjust to an unfamiliar environment, their hosts did not know their values, language, or 

culture, and they felt homesick (Poole, 2019). Residents were also concerned that children would 

be detained and removed from the community if they did not evacuate (Poole, 2019). 

In 2017, law enforcement threatened to apprehend children and force citizens to evacuate 

from Tl’etinqox First Nation in British Columbia. Evacuated families felt increased surveillance 
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by the Ministry of Child and Family Services and parents did not feel supported in the process 

(Verhaeghe, Stacey, & Feltes, 2019). As a result of the 2017 interactions with RCMP officers, 

the Tŝilhqot’in report outlined the need for the development of protocols between Tŝilhqot’in 

National Government, the provincial ministry, and Indigenous Services Canada related to 

Indigenous child well-being during emergencies (Verhaeghe, Stacey, & Feltes, 2019). The report 

noted that the evacuation centres in host communities triggered residents’ residential school 

trauma because it reminded them of being removed by authorities, living in group lodging, and 

separated them from family and friends (Verhaeghe, Stacey, & Feltes, 2019). In fact, the 

Tŝilhqot’in evacuations and legacy of residential schools was reported in the national news in 

July 2017. The news article stated that the forced removal, institutional settings of evacuation 

centres, lining up for meals, communal washrooms, and separation from friends reminded the 

Residential School Survivors of their school experiences (Nair, 2017). 

The 2018 Standing Committee on Indigenous and Northern Affairs’ report also reflected 

that the 2017 evacuations in British Columbia and Manitoba provoked residents’ memories of 

being taken away to residential schools or during the Sixties Scoop (SCINA, 2018). The Sixties 

Scoop is a term that refers to provincial Indigenous child welfare policies that removed children 

from their families between the mid-1950s and early 1980s (Sinclair, 2007). Residential schools 

were still operating during that period, and the children who were “scooped” were often under 

the age of five. After children were removed from their family homes and communities, they 

were put up for adoption, sent to foster homes, or housed in children’s shelters (Sinclair, 2007). 

At the time, there was no consideration for extended family members or culturally appropriate 

child-rearing practices. Families whose children were removed faced a difficult process when 

trying to regain custody of their children. Children lost connections to fundamental parts of their 
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identities due to these policies (Carniol, 2005). While Indigenous groups have achieved adoption 

reform and child welfare policy changes that give priority to extended family members, mass 

child removal has continued through foster care and group homes. Currently, Indigenous 

children live outside of their family homes at a rate three times higher than the height of 

residential school attendance (Blackstock, 2008). 

Tensions Between Provincial and First Nation Emergency Management 
 
First Nations have faced several challenges from provincial emergency management 

agencies across Canada, including unwanted evacuations, undervaluing of First Nation land and 

ways of knowing, inadequate infrastructure, and lack of fire suppression. Scharbach’s thesis 

(2014) focused on the experiences of 20 Wollaston Lake residents during a wildfire evacuation 

in Saskatchewan in 2011. Firefighters from the community were not invited to participate in 

suppressing the wildfire and an external fire crew was brought in. This made participants feel the 

provincial government did not see community members as suitable for the task (Scharbach, 

2014). Participants also indicated that the evacuation could have been prevented if fire 

suppression had been deployed earlier, or if residents had opposed provincial policy and stopped 

the fire (Scharbach, 2014). The residents felt that the government placed less value on the First 

Nation’s land and that a non-Indigenous community would have received faster fire suppression 

support (Scharbach, 2014, p. 60). Participants also indicated that they were more vulnerable to 

the wildfire because the province had left the road leading out of their community unfinished. 

The money spent on the evacuation could have served to complete the road (Scharbach, 2014).  

Poole’s 2019 master’s thesis provides insights into a Rocky Cree community’s perception 

of evacuating from Northern Saskatchewan due to a wildfire in 2017. Pelican Narrows’s 

community agency felt undermined by provincial emergency management authorities and the 
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“Let it Burn” policy. Many residents did not want to leave and wanted to protect their 

community, homes, and possessions (Poole, 2019). Participants also indicated that the 

Saskatchewan government’s understanding of vulnerability was not tailored to an Indigenous 

context and ignored the importance of extended family (Poole, 2019). As with many First 

Nations communities, fire suppression was underfunded, and the community lacked both 

equipment and staff. The community also felt that their skills and knowledge of fire management 

were undervalued by provincial authorities (Poole, 2019).  

Another concern was that the fire was permitted to become uncontrollable before the 

province reacted, which gave the impression that the province did not value Pelican Narrows 

residents’ land and property. Participants indicated that more resources were provided for fire 

fighting in a nearby resort town, including saving non-Indigenous people’s cabins while Pelican 

Narrows’s residents’ cabins were not saved (Poole, 2019). The community also lost trap lines, 

camps, medicines, and animals, which impacted their way of life and livelihoods (Poole, 2019). 

Pelican Narrows residents felt that the damage to their community and the evacuation could have 

been avoided if provincial response to the fire had not been delayed. For the reasons outlined, the 

author highlighted the importance of including First Nations communities in disaster planning, 

mitigation, response, and recovery in Saskatchewan. 

 “The Fires Awakened Us” (Verhaeghe, Feltes, & Stacey, 2019) highlight another 

instance of insufficient provincial support for First Nations during a hazard event that led to an 

evacuation. In 2017, the Tŝilhqot’in National Government (TNG) called a public inquiry into the 

wildfires because the provincial government “failed to acknowledge the Tŝilhqot’in Nation – 

their authority, expertise and capabilities” (Verhaeghe, Feltes, & Stacey, 2019, p. 92). The report 

found a lack of infrastructure for basic emergency management; a lack of respect for Tŝilhqot’in 
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leadership; a disregard for the communities’ skills, qualifications, and knowledge; a lack of 

wildfire suppression support; not enough financial resources for First Nations communities; a 

lack of collaboration with TNG during response; and inattention to Tŝilhqot’in advice and 

recommendations (Verhaeghe, Feltes, & Stacey, 2019). In 2018, Tŝilhqot’in Nation signed the 

first tripartite agreement with the federal and provincial governments and became a full partner 

in wildfire response. The agreement was a formal governmental recognition of First Nations 

jurisdiction and expertise (Smart, 2018, para 5). The signatories agreed to identify best practices, 

define roles, and build the capacity of the six participating communities (Smart, 2018, para 2). 

The findings in “Trial by Fire” (Sharp & Krebs, 2018) demonstrated that Nadleh Whut’en 

faced similar issues to the previously summarized First Nations evacuations, including 

challenges around jurisdiction, communications and the Emergency Operation Centre, and 

administrative delays in deploying a local fire crew. An important difference to note is that 

Nadleh Whut’en had an agreement in place with the British Columbia Ministry of Forests for 

early firefighting management and a local fire crew assisted with fire suppression. Due to the 

four wildfires that burned in Nadleh Whut’en territory in 2018, 22% of the First Nation’s 

territory was destroyed. The fires also had an adverse impact on fishing, hunting, food sources, 

firewood, and medicinal plants (Sharp & Krebs, 2018). 

Funding First Nation Evacuations 
 

In 2017, First Nations faced an unprecedented number of wildfires events and related 

evacuations. The 2018 Standing Committee on Indigenous and Northern Affairs “From the 

Ashes” report is based on nine public hearings, featuring 47 witnesses, and six briefs from First 

Nations, First Nations organizations, and a regional government. The Standing Committee 

focused on the response and long-term impacts of the 2017 wildfire season on First Nations 
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communities. The report underlined that contemporary First Nations emergency management 

funding did not reflect the needs of First Nations communities even though they are often at a 

higher risk to fire hazards due to their geographic locations (SCINA, 2018). The report also 

stated that preparedness funding was inadequate and that the Emergency Management 

Assistance Program (EMAP) offered by the Department of Indigenous Services Canada required 

review. EMAP is intended to provide funding to First Nations communities for mitigation, 

preparedness, response, and recovery activities. The program also funds support provided by 

provinces, territories, and non-governmental organizations for on-reserve emergency 

management (Indigenous Services Canada, 2020). The 2018 report also stated that Indigenous 

Services Canada needed to clarify questions around criteria for reimbursable expenses, expedite 

claims, and allocate resources for fire prevention in First Nations. 

The application of Jordan’s principle for emergency management costs arose after the 

evacuations of Pelican Narrows and Tŝilhqot’in communities in 2017. Jordan’s Principle is 

named in memory of Jordan River Anderson, a First Nations child born with complex medical 

needs in Norway House Cree Nation in 1999. He spent five years – his entire life – in a hospital 

while the provincial and federal jurisdictions refused to assume responsibility for the costs of his 

care in his family home. Jordan’s Principle is a legal requirement which attempts to eliminate 

inequalities in health care faced by First Nations children. It requires the government of first 

contact to pay for services and seek reimbursement subsequently so that care is not delayed or 

denied (First Nations Child & Family Caring Society, 2017). 

A participant in Poole’s (2019) thesis research expressed that evacuation funding would 

benefit from Jordan’s Principle because the community was worried about who was going to 

assume the costs of evacuating and it would be better to ensure residents’ safety instead of worry 
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about which related expenses the community would have to absorb. In fact, the community felt it 

had to bear additional costs because of provincial inaction to suppress the fire, which forced an 

evacuation. Even after a year, 66% of the community’s costs related to the evacuation had not 

been reimbursed (Poole, 2019). The 2019 Tŝilhqot’in report also outlined the need for a Jordan’s 

Principle for emergency management in their calls to action. This would mean that a single level 

of government would pay for response and recovery immediately. Finances and jurisdiction 

would be worked out after the hazard event passed (Verhaeghe, Feltes, & Stacey, 2019). 

Alternatives to Municipal Host Communities 
 

Recent studies and events have indicated that alternatives to host communities could 

better suit First Nations evacuees’ needs. McGee, Mishkeegogamang Ojibway Nation, & 

Christianson’s (2019) study of the 2011 Mishkeegogamang Ojibway First Nation evacuation in 

Ontario recommended that authorities could allow First Nations evacuees to stay on traditional 

territories, or at least in a nearby First Nation community to increase resilience. Those who 

stayed behind expressed a desire to protect possessions, a desire to remain, a desire for control, a 

desire to determine their own activities, or a desire to work in firefighting. Some participants 

possessed low risk perception and others believed the host community would be uncomfortable 

(McGee et al., 2019). Those who participated in Scharbach’s thesis (2014) on the 2011 Hatchet 

Lake First Nation evacuation suggested that going to a nearby reserve would serve the 

community better than a southern city in Saskatchewan. A participant noted that those requiring 

medical attention could travel to southern hospitals, but it would be less disruptive to be with 

family or in a familiar community where people also speak Dene (Scharbach, 2014).  

Mottershead’s thesis (2017) indicated that evacuees from the Dene Tha’ First Nation 

evacuation in 2012 benefitted from staying in a familiar host community, as they experienced 
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“low disruption of place attachment” (p. 96). It was easier for evacuees to adjust to a nearby host 

community that Dene Tha’ residents visited frequently than a place with an unfamiliar cultural 

environment. One of the host communities was a good fit for evacuees because they could 

communicate in their language, they knew local volunteers, and they had access to familiar 

foods. In a related recommendation, Poole (2019) identified that a camp setting would have been 

preferable to some of the residents who evacuated from Pelican Narrows, as a camp would have 

allowed families to stay together and would have provided a familiar setting and activities. 

Indigenous Participation in Emergency Planning 
 
 The 2018 Standing Committee on Indigenous and Northern Affairs’ report “From the 

Ashes” made a number of national recommendations for future wildfires. These included 

working with First Nations as “equal partners”, which would involve “creating trilateral 

agreements to clarify roles and responsibilities around emergency management” (SCINA, 2018, 

p. 3). The Standing Committee encouraged Indigenous Services Canada to ensure that 

emergency service providers train and employ staff from First Nations communities to do paid 

work in prevention and fire suppression (SCINA, 2018, p. 3). They urged Indigenous and non-

Indigenous collaboration that respects First Nations expertise and knowledge of land and fire 

(SCINA, 2018). The Standing Committee also recommended that Indigenous Services Canada 

and First Nations establish an independent Indigenous Fire Marshall Office in order to promote 

education and awareness around fire safety, building codes, and data collection (SCINA, 2018). 

 The 2018 report on Nadleh Whut’en’s experiences with the Shovel Lake fire and 

evacuation highlighted the need to address the lack of training for local, available emergency 

transport, availability of a community emergency plan, clarity around emergency management 

roles and responsibilities, trained fire fighters, and related funding (Sharp & Krebs, 2018). 



HOSTING WITH HUMILITY 

33 
 

Training and preparation are also needed for the Nation’s membership. While authors have 

already elucidated many important findings about First Nation evacuees’ experiences during 

evacuations and their experiences working with provincial emergency management provides, it 

is necessary to understand what occurs within host communities during evacuations that 

distresses evacuees, gauge the impacts hosting has on services, staff, and facilities, and 

determine what improvements could address unique and common issues. 

The articles, theses, and reports presented in this chapter provide critical context to this 

research. The lessons that inform this research include the high percentage of Indigenous peoples 

implicated in evacuations, the lack of funding for First Nation emergency management, how 

provincial emergency management has undervalued Indigenous knowledge and approaches, how 

language barriers, lack of accommodations for extended families, and lack of culturally relevant 

social supports continue to be issues in host communities, and how past evacuation experiences 

have reminded First Nation evacuees of residential school and child welfare experiences. 

Additionally, the small number of existing host community studies reveals the need for a deeper 

understanding of hosting roles and responsibilities, the services and supports provided to 

evacuees, how jurisdictions work together, what challenges may emerge, and the impacts hosting 

may have on the receiving community. 
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Chapter 3 - Methods 

This study presents perspectives on hosting three groups of First Nations evacuees in the 

City of Timmins through the experiences of staff, organizations, and services that supported the 

evacuated communities. Fifteen semi-structured interviews were completed with 22 participants 

in order to gather qualitative data, which was analyzed to gain insights into the following 

research questions: What occurred during each evacuation?; How did the evacuation(s) impact 

your community, operations, and staff?3; How did your hosting experiences inform future 

evacuee hosting plans? Additionally, documentary sources were reviewed to gain a better 

understanding of host communities in Ontario and Canada. This section explains how the 

research was envisioned and conducted in the community, as well as subsequent activities. 

Research Approach 
 

This thesis used a qualitative approach to gain an understanding of the impacts of hosting 

evacuees on an array of partners in the City of Timmins. Qualitative methods have been the 

“basis of investigation of human behaviour during disaster (Donner & Diaz, 2018, p. 295). A 

qualitative approach supported engendering participants’ trust in the researcher, the research 

process, and the outcome. It also encouraged participants to share their lived experiences and 

reflect upon potential improvements for future evacuations. The nature of the research questions 

also supported the use of a qualitative approach. 

The qualitative approach employed in this thesis was inspired by a constructivist 

worldview. Social constructivism sees individual subjective meaning, based on lived 

experiences, as complex and varied (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Thus, this study relied 

primarily on participants’ views to gain a deeper understanding of the host community’s 

 
3 Not every participant assisted with every evacuation. 



HOSTING WITH HUMILITY 

35 
 

experiences in 2019. The researcher’s own experiences were also considered during collection 

and interpretation of data, which is why a positioning statement is included in the introduction. It 

makes the researcher’s assumptions, logic, and choices clearer to readers, and explains what 

underpins the researcher’s worldview and understanding of the issues at hand (Chenail, 1995; 

Creswell & Creswell, 2020). A qualitative approach also allowed for reflexivity, meaning the 

consideration of the role and position of the researcher, as the researcher from Southern Ontario 

collected data in a Northern Ontarian municipality. 

Qualitative methods were also employed in this thesis to gain an understanding of the 

meaning the interview participants held about the impacts of hosting and potential solutions for 

future hosting experiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2020). The participants’ perspectives are 

important, as the host community has unique characteristics compared to other host communities 

in Ontario and each hosting event is distinct. Semi-structured interviews with individuals and 

groups were an effective way to allow the participants to tell their stories and provide insights 

that may not have emerged through another method, such as a survey. Additionally, as Asfaw 

(2018) indicated in his dissertation, a qualitative approach allows for the researcher to spend time 

in the community to understand the local context, meet participants in person, engage in 

relationship building, and ultimately contributes to a stronger research output due to gained trust 

and buy in. For a researcher from Southern Ontario, it was important to see and hear how 

services are delivered and about opportunities and constraints that may not exist outside the City 

of Timmins or the Cochrane District. 

While other studies have examined aspects of host communities, academic literature has 

not thoroughly captured what occurs in a host community and the varied experiences across 

Ontario, Canada, and North America. A qualitative approach allowed for an inductive data 
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analysis, where “building patterns, categories, and themes from the bottom up” was possible. 

This was followed by a deductive approach requiring a review of data to determine if evidence 

supported the themes or if more data was needed (Creswell & Creswell, 2020, pp. 205 – 206). 

Community Selection 
 
 At the start of the research process, a list of host communities involved in 2017, 2018, 

and 2019 wildfire responses in Canada was compiled to capture experiences that were fresh in 

the memories of host community staff and partners. Outreach started in British Columbia; 

however, the communities approached were not interested in participating. Timmins was 

approached for two reasons: it had recently started hosting again after a long break and it hosted 

three separate groups of evacuees in 2019. It was hoped that the three evacuations would provide 

opportunity for comparisons and lessons learned. Additionally, when the community was 

contacted, they were enthusiastic and demonstrated a desire to record and reflect on their 

experiences and to implement recommendations and improvements. Many hosting partners also 

agreed to participate in an interview, meaning there would be no shortage of data. 

Key Informant Interviews 
 

After an ethics clearance was received from the Royal Roads University Research Ethics 

Board, interviews were conducted with key businesses, services, agencies, and provincial 

emergency management staff involved in the 2019 evacuations to Timmins. Interviews were 

completed between November 2019 and January 2020 in person or via telephone. The 

interviewer spent one week in Timmins i the hotel where the largest number of evacuees stayed 

during the 2019 flood and wildfire seasons. Purposive and key-informant sampling was used to 

engage key host community staff and partners. Snowball sampling was also helpful, as 

participants were able to suggest others who would be willing to participate, making recruitment 
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of participants less invasive (Dane, 2018). Selection criteria included local emergency 

management officials, business owners, community liaisons, health workers, or others involved 

in hosting evacuees. The sample strategy was developed to be ethical (e.g., ensuring informed 

consent, weighing benefits and risks, and disclosing who was excluded) and based on 

community buy in (Curtis et al., 2000). This study was conducted with the support of the City of 

Timmins and the Timmins Evacuation Group facilitated introductions with hosting partners.  

Individuals identified as key informants by the head of the Timmins Evacuation Group 

were sent email invitations to participate in the research. Each participant received a copy of the 

informed consent letter in advance, which outlined the purpose of the study, confidentiality 

considerations, and the expected risks and benefits, as well as contact information for the 

researcher and supervisor. Participants were aware that they could withdraw from the research up 

until the time the data collection phase was completed. The same points were reiterated by the 

interviewer before the start of every interview. Written and verbal consent was provided by all 

participants. The first interview did not record and was conducted again via telephone. 

Most interviews were completed as part of participants’ day jobs and in their offices, and 

thus no monetary incentives were offered. Lunch was provided to one participant who 

volunteered to participate to provide a coastal First Nation perspective, as he assisted the 

community in navigating cultural and language barriers and connected the Timmins Evacuation 

Group with additional supports. All interviews were scheduled at the convenience of the 

participants and rescheduled as needed. Interviews lasted between 30 and 90 minutes and 

included one to four participants. Many agencies had two participants present to represent the 

different functions their departments fulfilled. The interview process ended when data began to 

be repeated and confirm other findings, which is known as reaching “saturation” (Creswell & 
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Creswell, 2018). Unfortunately, some participants could not attend their interviews, which is 

explained in the section about limitations to this research. After various attempts to reschedule 

the interviews, it was decided to move on and not pester unwilling participants. 

While in the host community, the interviewer had informal conversations with Timmins 

residents about their perceptions of the evacuations, which revealed positive and negative 

opinions. These conversations are not included in this research beyond the need for the City of 

Timmins to conduct community engagement. There were no challenges during data collection 

and requests for off-the-record information were respected and the information is not included.  

The interview protocol for all interviews can be found in Appendix I. Initially, a second 

interview guide for First Nations community liaisons was created, but never utilized, as there 

was no uptake in participation. Both interview protocols were reviewed by the thesis supervisor 

and approved by the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Board. The interview protocol is 

divided in four sections involving personal details and questions related to the three primary 

research questions: What occurred during the evacuation(s)?; How did the evacuation(s) impact 

your community and operations?; How did your hosting experience inform future evacuee 

hosting plans in your community? There was also a short, optional fifth section about working 

First Nations evacuees, in case it was not addressed during earlier parts of the interview. The 

interview protocol acted as a guide, and not a script, and the interviewer asked follow-up 

questions to gain clarity about experiences shared by participants. If a theme emerged in one 

interview, it was brought up in related interviews, especially to ensure that anecdotes about other 

participants were in fact true (e.g., if someone said one participant may remember details).  

 The following table outlines the participants invited to participant in an interview, who 

completed an interview, how many participants attended each interview, and the date each 
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interview was conducted. Each participant was assigned a code, which is referenced in the 

presentation of findings. While the Department of Indigenous Services Canada funds evacuations 

and hosting of First Nations evacuees during hazard events, the department was not invited to 

participate in the study. They were informed that the study was being conducted. 

 
Table 1.1: Overview of key partners and interview participants 

Sector No. Role Participated 
(Y/N) 

Number of 
Participants 

Interview 
date B

U
SIN

E
SS 

P1 Hotel 1 Y 4 Nov 4, 2019 
P2 Hotel 2 Y 1 Nov 6, 2019 
P3 Security Y 1 Nov 5, 2019 
P4 Insurance adjuster Y 1 Nov 5, 2019 

L
O

C
A

L
 

P5 Chief Admin Officer Y 1 Nov 7, 2019 
P6 Timmins Evacuation Group Y 2 Dec 8, 2019 
P7 Transit Y 1 Nov 6, 2019 
P8 Timmins Police Services Y 1 Nov 7, 2019 
P9 Timmins Fire Services Y 1 Nov 8, 2019 

R
E

G
IO

N
A

L
 

   P10 Porcupine Public Health Unit Y 2 Nov 5, 2019 

   P11 Emergency Medical Services Y 2 Nov 7, 2019 
  Timmins Hospital N 0  
P12 Local Health Integration 

Network 
Y 1 Nov 4, 2019 

P13 Indigenous Child & Family 
Services 

Y 2 Nov 6, 2019 

PR
O

V
 

P14 Emergency Management 
Ontario 

Y 1 Dec 8, 2019 
N

G
O

 

  Canadian Red Cross N 0  
C

O
M

M
 

P15 Wawatay & NAPS 
representative 

Y 1 Nov 5, 2019 

 Community liaisons N 0  
 

Data Analysis 
 
All 15 interviews were audio-recorded, and notes were taken to supplement the recorded 

material. Interviews were manually transcribed by the interviewer for descriptive data analysis. 
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Interviews were transcribed verbatim, but names and some unrelated conversations were 

redacted. Finished transcripts were coded using descriptive and analytical level data-driven 

coding. Coding allows for data simplification, making connections between data and concepts, 

and making meaning of data (Decuir-Gunby, Marshall, & McCulloch, 2011). A codebook was 

developed, using codes based on common and outlying themes in the interviews. As there was 

little host community-specific literature available, codes were primarily derived from the data. 

Codes included: services for evacuees, cost recovery, cultural sensitivity, changes to operations, 

liaisons, child wellbeing, etc. Some descriptive codes were also applied, such as hotel, food, and 

transport to assist with understanding how the hosting standards were fulfilled. 

The transcripts and codes were then revisited to generate a set of preliminary categories, 

which included: hosting strategy, motivation to host, services offered, evacuees’ experiences, 

challenges, impacts, lessons, improvements, and outliers. This initial analysis led to merging and 

elimination of codes based on the key findings. These categories were then applied to individual 

transcripts and compiled in a spreadsheet with direct quotes and page numbers from the 

transcripts. Document reviews and observation notes were also compared with the findings from 

the key informant interviews to ensure that nothing was missed and to uncover possible 

divergences between hosting standards and what occurred. A draft community report was 

prepared and shared with members of the Timmins Evacuation Group to seek feedback and 

comments on the analysis and intial findings. Input and clarifications from the Timmins 

Evacuation group was then integrated into the findings. 

Supplemental Sources 
 
 Contextual information for this research was obtained from a number of documentary 

sources. These included news reports, community, tribal council and nation websites, treaty 
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reports, treaty documents, books on Indigenous-settler relations, and relevant provincial 

evacuation plans and hosting standards. In addition, review of the concept of “socialization for 

scarcity on behalf of others” (Farmer, 2013; Powell, 2018) was explored to express a sentiment 

that arose during interviews with regional agencies. While a number of the documentary sources 

did not directly relate to the 2019 hosting experiences, they assisted in understanding the context 

and concepts underlying the research and provided considerations for host community capacity 

building and building better Indigenous-settler relations in the emergency management sector. 

Limits to Research 
 

There are several limits to this research. Interviews were not completed with anyone from 

the Timmins hospital administration nor doctors who were working in the hospital’s emergency 

room during the evacuations. It was also not possible to complete an interview with the regional 

Red Cross despite its important role in registration and provision of personal care items to guests 

staying at the host sites. Interviews were initially arranged with both organizations, but they were 

not completed due to availability or complications beyond the interviewer’s control. 

Additionally, interviews were not completed with First Nations community liaisons, who were 

part of the initial research proposal. Individuals, band councils, tribal councils, and Nishnawbe 

Aski Nation were contacted to discuss the project, but invitations were declined or went 

answered. However, a person who acted as a community navigator for Timmins with close ties 

to Mushkegowuk Tribal Council and Nishnawbe Aski Police Services participated in an 

interview. The Indigenous Child and Family Services agency for the region also participated in 

an interview and provided valuable perspectives, including sharing difficulties faced by 

evacuees. 
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Rigour 
 
 To ensure the validity and the credibility of the data, accuracy and credibility checks 

were employed. The first strategy was triangulation, which depended on review and 

understanding of different sources of data, as outlined above, until common findings became 

clear (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Stallings, 2007). Another strategy was “member checking” to 

determine that the findings resonated with the study’s participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

Member checking was done with the Timmins Evacuation Group in March 2020, which was 

crucial for amending misunderstandings. The same document was also shared with the City of 

Timmins. Further strategies included clarifying bias and presenting contradictory findings, which 

both came up during the interviewer process (Creswell & Creswell, 2018s).  Data validation also 

occurred through on-going dialogue with the head of the Timmins Evacuation Group.  

Ethical Considerations 
 
 The primary ethical consideration was how to conduct this research without speaking to 

members of the communities that had evacuated with the knowledge of the long history of 

misrepresentation of Indigenous experiences in Canadian academic research. After many emails 

and phone calls, it did not seem like communities wanted to relive their evacuation experiences. 

Administrative capacities may have also contributed to low interest. During the period of data 

collection, other First Nations under the Nishnawbe Aski Nation faced potential hazard events 

and there was a fall evacuation, but not to Timmins. The questions for the community liaisons 

were eventually set aside. However, the participants who represented Nishnawbe Aski Police 

Services and Wawatay Radio and the Indigenous Child and Family Wellbeing organization were 

able to speak to cultural miscommunications and how they supported First Nations evacuees 

experiencing language barriers, cultural ignorance, trauma, and challenges accessing supports. 
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Dissemination of Research Results 
 
 In addition to the final thesis, research results will be communicated back to community 

partners in the manner they outline benefits their needs. Some knowledge sharing has already 

occurred at an emergency management conference, through an industry-specific webinar, and 

with the Human Dimensions of Hazard Research Group at the University of Alberta. Other 

opportunities were cancelled due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Findings will continue to be 

shared through informal and formal presentations to practitioners and researchers. While the 

intention was also to communicate these findings to policy makers, changes in the researcher’s 

employment present potential conflicts of interest. The research findings will also be shared 

through a publication in a national and international journal. 
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Chapter 4 - Findings 

This chapter shares documentary findings related to First Nation emergency management 

in Canada, as well as Ontarian First Nation evacuation and host community standards. The 

documentary findings are followed by interview findings, which elucidate the experiences of 

hosting partners during the first two evacuations to the City of Timmins in 2019. Lastly, 

interview findings related to potential host community improvements are offered.    

Documentary Findings 
 

The documentary findings are prefaced by an explanation of how different jurisdictions 

and legislation shape, support, and constrain First Nation emergency management in Canada and 

in the province of Ontario. These high-level findings are followed by more detailed explanations 

of evacuation standards for First Nations evacuations in Ontario, including the Ontario Mass 

Evacuation Plan Part I: Far North and the Joint Emergency Management Steering Committee’s 

Service Level Evacuation Standards. Host community expectations, roles, and responsibilities 

for First Nations evacuations are described in both documents.  

Jurisdictions and First Nations emergency management. First Nation communities are 

disproportionately vulnerable to and impacted by hazard events due to their remote locations, 

relative isolation, and inadequate access to emergency services (Beverly & Bothwell, 2011). The 

federal government unilaterally gave itself authority over First Nations and their lands in section 

91(24) of the Constitution Act. Thus, the federal government has a fiduciary duty to First 

Nations, which means it is responsible for ensuring that First Nations have comparable 

resources, tools, and training to what is offered to municipalities of a similar size and in a similar 

location (SCINA, 2018). The Department of Indigenous Services Canada (DISC) is responsible 

for federal authority on First Nations lands and emergency management on reserve lands is 



HOSTING WITH HUMILITY 

45 
 

governed by section 81(1)(a) of the Indian Act, which authorizes band councils to make by-laws 

with regard to health of residents (Verhaeghe, Feltes, & Stacey, 2019).  

The Constitution outlines in section 92 that the provinces have authority over lands and 

natural resources except for Crown lands. Emergency management is thus a provincial 

responsibility, but First Nations bands still have jurisdiction over their reserve lands. Through 

service agreements with DISC, many provinces and territories have assumed responsibility for 

response and recovery activities for First Nations when an emergency exceeds a First Nation’s 

capacity. In places where these agreements are not in place, third-party service providers, like the 

Canadian Red Cross, assist with response and recovery activities (SCINA, 2018). DISC’s role in 

these emergency management arrangements is to reimburse all eligible costs incurred by First 

Nations, provinces, municipalities, and third-party service providers (SCINA, 2018; Ministry of 

the Solicitor General, 2018). 

First Nations evacuations in Ontario. The Province of Ontario provides emergency 

preparedness and response assistance to First Nations through an agreement with the 

Government of Canada. The Office of the Fire Marshal and Emergency Management activates 

the Provincial Emergency Operations Centre (PEOC) in collaboration with other provincial and 

federal ministries when a First Nation requires an emergency response, including an evacuation 

(Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018). In Ontario, host community standards during 

precautionary and emergency (imminent threat) evacuations of First Nations are outlined in the 

Ontario Mass Evacuation Plan Part 1: Far North and in the Joint Emergency Management 

Steering (JEMS) Committee’s Service Level Evacuation Standards. The following two sections 

are condensed versions of the plan and standards, which outline accommodation, food services, 

economic, recreational, health, and cultural expectations for Ontarian host communities. 
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Ontario Mass Evacuation Plan Part 1: Far North. In the Ontario Mass Evacuation Plan 

(OMEP), expectations for the evacuating community, host communities, transportation hubs, 

provincial government partners, federal government partners, and non-governmental 

organizations are described for each stage of an evacuation. Roughly, the stages of an evacuation 

include threat assessment, evacuation, host community stay, return home, and demobilization. 

Emergency Management Ontario (EMO) maintains a list of potential host communities that can 

receive First Nations evacuees. However, willing communities are not compelled to host during 

every evacuation (Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018).  

During a hazard event, EMO works with a First Nation government to identify available 

host communities. The Ministry is required to provide a minimum of 24 hours notice to each 

required host community. The selection of a host community must consider evacuees’ needs, 

including available services, the number of people a community can comfortably host, available 

accommodations and transport (Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018). Communities that have 

offered to act in a hosting capacity are expected to identify facilities that will be used for 

accommodations and to coordinate planning with local services (e.g. police and fire services) and 

regional services (e.g. public health, emergency social services, and emergency medical 

services). The plan states that there is no guarantee provincial and federal representatives will be 

able to assist in providing services to evacuees, but they may, if resources are available. Options 

for short-term shelter accommodations under OMEP include arenas, gymnasiums, recreation 

halls, dormitories, motels, hotels, residences, and long-term care facilities for those requiring 

medical assistance. Short-term “basic shelter services” are generally provided for evacuations 

that last between one and fourteen days (Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018). A long-term 

evacuation is between 14 and 60 days (Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018). 
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The plan outlines the following activities and services as part of a host community’s 

duties: security, comprehensive food services, cleaning and maintenance, health services, 

translation, recreation and entertainment, local transportation, communications and information, 

and resource and record management (Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018). It should be 

noted that the plan discourages host communities from “the use of any facility that was used as, 

or could evoke comparisons to, residential schools” when evacuees are members of a First 

Nation (Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018, p. 14). 

When a fly-in First Nation community declares a state of emergency, the Province 

coordinates air operations through the Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry (MNRF) and 

must provide for the needs of evacuating communities by deploying staff to support evacuations 

(Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018). Federal partners, including the Department of 

Indigenous Services Canada (DISC), provide funding to support First Nations evacuations. 

Generally, the most “vulnerable” members of the community (e.g., elders, people who require 

medical support, or those who may be sensitive to hazards) evacuate first. This groups are 

identified as “Stage 1 evacuees”. “Stage 2 evacuees” are the “remaining residents of the 

community” (Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018, p. 9). It is recommended that “vulnerable” 

evacuees be accompanied by their families. The evacuating community must also maintain First 

Nations community liaisons in host communities (Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018).  

When evacuees arrive in a host community, the community must register evacuees, 

which gives the community an opportunity to identify who may need additional supports (e.g. an 

elder who may require homecare). Registration is also important for tracing evacuees, reuniting 

families, tracking expenses for reimbursement, facilitating schooling, and providing provincially 

and federally funded services. Host communities are permitted to use identification cards of 
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wristbands to identify evacuees with the understanding that personal privacy must be upheld 

(Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018). The host community is expected to provide for the 

social, dietary, educational, safety, family reunification, medical, and spiritual needs of evacuees 

(Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018). Host communities can generally rely on support from 

local branches of non-government organizations, such as the Canadian Red Cross, for assistance 

with registration and distribution of supplies. The host and evacuated communities must 

communicate about evacuees’ needs and maintain consistent communication with the Province 

Emergency Operations Centre (Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018). 

Members of the evacuated community can return home when the impacted community 

has been “returned to a secure state,” meaning food is available; sanitation, electricity, 

telecommunications, and water systems are restored; and garbage or debris have been removed 

(Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018, p. 24). Essential staff return first, followed by the larger 

community, followed by vulnerable and medical evacuation evacuees. The host community is 

expected to prepare flight manifests in collaboration with community leadership, community 

liaisons, and provincial and federal partners (Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018). Provincial 

government partners support the evacuated community in preparing for the return of their 

citizens and ensuring the community will not be newly threatened by the hazard that caused the 

evacuation (Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018). Once all evacuees have returned home, a 

host community must go through a demobilization process, which involves “taking stock of the 

community”, conducting financial reconciliation, debriefing with staff and partners, drafting an 

after-action report, and returning hosting facilities to regular operations (Ministry of the Solicitor 

General, 2018, p. 26). 
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The OMEP also provides a quick reference guide, a complex evacuation schematic, and 

templates of a declaration of emergency, flight manifest and registration form, transportation 

guidelines and checklist, host community-specific templates and checklists, liaison and finance 

considerations, as well as relevant definitions and acronyms. It should be noted that the OMEP is 

a 61-page document, which requires time to read and comprehend the various roles and 

responsibilities, as well as the interjurisdictional considerations. 

JEMS Service Level Evacuation Standards. The Joint Emergency Management Steering 

(JEMS) Committee’s standards were compiled by the Office of the Fire Marshal and Emergency 

Management to provide further direction on how different evacuation partners must interact and 

what their potential roles and responsibilities could entail. When a First Nation declares a state of 

emergency, the Provincial Emergency Operations Centre (PEOC) must identify cities and other 

First Nations that can act as host communities and transportation hubs for evacuees. The PEOC 

must deploy staff to impacted First Nation and host communities to assist with coordination, 

operations, and arising needs (Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018). JEMS underlines that 

identification of host communities should consider the availability of health and wellbeing 

services, the ability to provide additional services (such as education, day care, etc.), availability 

of comfortable accommodations, the proximity to community and transport hubs, how long a 

host community can host evacuees, the time required for a host community to prepare, what type 

and amount of external supports are required, the host community’s ability to provide emergency 

social service, and the host community’s ability to facilitate recreation and entertainment 

activities (Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018). The PEOC also coordinates return home with 

provincial partners. As per JEMS, a short-term evacuation is 1-13 days, a long-term evacuation 

is 14 – 60 days, and an evacuation that exceed 60 days is considered a “temporary displacement” 
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(Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018). JEMS does not apply to cases of temporary 

displacement, for which DISC is responsible for provision of assistance. 

 Chief and council must determine the order in which evacuees leave the community and 

the First Nation must create detailed flight manifests to keep families together and to alert the 

host community to specific needs (i.e., health needs). The first evacuees to leave are medical 

evacuees, who are evacuated by Ornge (Ontario’s air ambulance service) or paramedics. Then 

evacuees who have mobility or health concerns, elders, pregnant women, young children, or 

those requiring care will evacuate. It is possible that evacuees will be evacuated to a transport 

hub or another host community and later relocated due to the speed of an evacuation, if host 

communities are still to be identified, or if aircraft resources are limited (Ministry of the Solicitor 

General, 2018). First Nations community liaisons must be appointed and must accompany 

evacuees on flights. One community liaison can be assigned to 100 evacuees, and there should 

be at least two community liaisons in every host community because they can only work 10 

hours per day (Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018). Once evacuees arrive at their host 

community destination, the host community provides transport to accommodations. JEMS 

indicates that those who self-evacuate, leave their host community, or miss the return flight must 

pay for transport and related accommodations. The Chief and council are also responsible for the 

order in which evacuees return home (Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018). 

 For host communities, JEMS outlines that advanced funds can be requested from DISC. 

It also specifies requirements and reporting for registration of evacuees, which must be shared 

with the PEOC and supporting ministries (Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018). The 

standards go on to outline what is required for accommodations (including when group lodging 

is permissible), food and personal services (nutritious, culturally sensitive, and special diet meals 
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are expected), clothing and laundry, local transportation, family reunification, personal care 

items, physical and mental health care services, recreation, language translation services, 

policing and security, and insurance (Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018). JEMS also 

outlines the roles and responsibilities of all partner ministries and agencies involved in provision 

of care to evacuees and supporting host communities (e.g., the Ministry of Health and Long-term 

Care [MOHLTC], the Local Health Integration Network, who takes care of home and 

community care, Public Health, the Ministry of Children, Community and Social Services, etc.) 

Responsibilities assigned to MOHLTC include notifying health partners in available host 

communities of potential evacuations and assisting when local health systems experience 

challenges responding to health needs. MOHLTC can also deploy emergency medical assistance 

teams and assist in tracking of “extraordinary expenses” incurred due to the evacuation (Ministry 

of the Solicitor General, 2018, pp. 35 - 36). The Ministry of Children, Community and Social 

Services can deploy an emergency management unit team if a host community has exhausted 

available resources (Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018). JEMS also outlines the roles and 

responsibilities of each health partner and community and social services partner within the 

province’s jurisdiction throughout the stages of the evacuation. There is a notable lack of 

direction about child welfare in the standards. 

 With regard to finance, administration, and record management, JEMS states that host 

communities are responsible for submitting all claims, including third-party costs, accompanied 

by supporting documentation within 90 days of the final expenditure incurred for hosting. DISC 

reviews claims and is supposed to reimburse host communities within 90 days of receipt 

Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018). In addition to tracking costs, the host community must 

maintain records, as they become municipal records governed by the Municipal Freedom of 
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Information and Protection of Privacy Act (Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2018). The 

standards also outline how much money should be spent on meals and wages, and provide 

checklists, sample agreements, job descriptions, forms, eligible expenses, and key definitions. 

Interview Findings – Organizational Experiences with Evacuations 
 
 The following section shares findings from the 2019 Timmins’ host community 

experience based on the 15 interviews conducted with partners in hosting. The first part 

describes Timmins’ unique hosting strategy, the city’s motivations to host, and the services and 

supports offered to evacuees. The next part outlines the impacts and challenges faced by various 

partners in hosting and is followed by a series of improvements highlighted by participants 

during their interviews. While Timmins hosted three groups in 2019, the interview participants 

primarily focused on the first and second evacuations from Kashechewan and Pikangikum. The 

second evacuation was incredibly memorable because of the challenges that arose. The third 

evacuation seemed to have been an experience with few challenges for those involved in hosting. 

Thus, participants focused very little the third evacuation. 

Timmins’ hosting strategy. Timmins started hosting First Nation evacuees again in 

2018 after a 12-year break. Initially, the hosting contract with the Department of Indigenous 

Services Canada was held by a downtown hotel with a member of the Timmins Evacuation 

Group coordinating hosting activities. For the 2019 evacuations, the city council approved 

increasing hosting capacity from 400 to 700 and including a secondary hotel (P6, p. 4). The City 

of Timmins also assumed responsibility for running evacuations because 2019 would be a multi-

site hosting event, eventually involved three hotel sites. As the city had limited resources, the 

city council engaged a third-party organization, the Timmins Evacuation Group, to run the 

Kashechewan evacuation on its behalf (P5, p. 3). The evacuation group implemented a full 
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Incident Management System (IMS) structure and created an internal emergency operation 

centre (P6, p. 1). The IMS doctrine was developed in Ontario between 2006 and 2008 to provide 

a standardized emergency management approach reflecting Ontario’s unique context and needs 

(Ministry of the Solicitor General, 2016). The Timmins Evacuation Group used standardized 

IMS briefing notes to communicate with all partners, which provided daily situational awareness 

and updates to all hosting partners (P6, p. 1).  

As part of its functions, the Timmins Evacuation Group also assumed responsibility for 

accounting related to the evacuations. The group met weekly with the city’s treasurer, which 

“alleviated the nightmare of purchase orders and of approvals. Because we need approvals from 

the Feds for all those payments. So, they [the evacuation group] were basically acting as a bank 

and then we would flow funds to them in order to disburse them” (P5, p. 5). The third-party 

strategy turned out to be an effective use of resources because Timmins had a local flood at the 

same time, which required municipal emergency management’s attention (P. 9, p. 3). Timmins 

had signed a hosting agreement with DISC that will expire at the end of 2021. 

Motivations. Interviews revealed the motivations for Timmins to act as a host 

community. At the city level, there was an understanding that leadership had a responsibility to 

do what they could for evacuating First Nations. One participant expressed to council that “We 

have a moral obligation to support our neighbours... These First Nations communities consider 

Timmins their city. And as such, we need to behave as a regional leader." (P5, p. 1). Another city 

service, Timmins Transit, expressed that “I’m happy that the city does it. I say keep doing it 

because it generates a revenue and keeps employment, and everything else. For the hotels that 

host, they’ve got a full house and their staff are working. For the food caterers, for the security 

companies, all that stuff. It’s all positive” (P7, p. 6). One of the hotels expressed similar 
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motivations, as they wanted to host evacuees, they already had established an Indigenous-

business focus, and the city has an abundance of hotels. It was also clear that boutique hotels 

were taking away customers from older hotels, who had vacancies during the James Bay Coast 

flood season (P1, pp. 1, 4). Another motivation for hosting is the 10% incentive from DISC for 

host communities. This 10% administration fee is added to final expenditures to ensure that host 

communities do not lose money (P5, p. 5). However, it is provided with the understanding that 

the host community cannot treat hosting evacuees as a business opportunity. Additionally, 

regional service provides, such as Public Health and the Local Integration Health Network had 

come to include evacuations in their routine activities, as they provide services to all host 

communities on the Highway 11 coordinator, where many host communities are clustered. 

Public Health expressed that with evacuee hosting continuing, they desired to improve their 

practices and services (P. 10, p. 5). 

Impacts and challenges for the hosting partners. The following section details the 

services provided to evacuees by partners in hosting, as well as how the evacuations impacted 

the organizations’ staff and operations. While Timmins Evacuation Group was able to fulfill the 

expectations outlined in the JEMS standards, pivot its approach to meet evacuees’ needs, and 

work with shared regional resources, this was not accomplished without some challenges for 

many of the city’s partners in hosting. As stated previously, the research results primarily shed 

light on the first and second evacuations, as the third evacuation was relatively short and had few 

negative impacts for hosting partners. 

Hotel 1. The first hotel interviewed hosted members of all three groups of evacuees 

during the 74-day period. It was the hotel’s first-time hosting evacuees since 2006, but the hotel 

prides itself on welcoming Indigenous business from the James Bay Coast and wanted to 
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participate. During the Kashechewan evacuation, the first hotel welcomed approximately 400 

people. The hotel also hosted all members of Pikangikum (206 people) and Keewaywin (163 

people) during the second and third evacuations. The hotel chose to close its accommodations to 

the public during the first evacuation and was able to move 90% of guests to other hotels during 

the second and third evacuations.  

Hotel staff were prepared for evacuations through an internal hosting plan, planning with 

the Timmins Evacuation Group, and additional training by the local public health unit (P1, p. 

17). The staff were instructed by hotel management that the hotel was the evacuees’ “home’ (P1, 

p. 13). Many staff worked 16-hour days to support the evacuated communities, including helping 

when community liaisons were unavailable. Staff were provided with overtime pay and meals, 

and there was minimal staff turnover (P1, p. 16). Despite the back-to-back evacuations, the four 

interview participants enjoyed the experience.  

Nevertheless, the hotel staff faced distinct challenges over the course of 74 days. One 

challenge during registration was consistency of names, as some evacuees would register under 

one name and use a different name while interacting with the front desk staff. Some people also 

had the same name, so it was necessary to determine ways to differentiate them on the official 

list, such as adding nicknames (P1, 3). The hotel also contended with separated families that 

needed to be reunited, as people evacuated on different flights and ended up in different host 

communities based on their individual needs and roles . Some families also did not want to stay 

in the same rooms together, which complicated room allocation. Cleaning and garbage were also 

a challenge, as the hotel staff wanted to be respectful of families’ privacy. Regular housekeeping 

was difficult, as there were four or five people in a room. To facilitate cleaning and garbage 

collection, staff encouraged evacuees to not eat in their rooms (P1, pp. 2 – 3). 
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 The second evacuation presented another set of challenges, as the host community 

received short notice that Pikangikum First Nation was evacuating. The hotel participants noted 

there were more children than adults in the second group, and groups of children were sometimes 

accompanied by a single caregiver. It was the first time the First Nation community evacuated 

and the hotel said it appeared they had been evacuated without a community liaison (P1, pp. 3-

4). The hotel was not expecting as many evacuees as they received, and they needed to shut 

down the hotel to the public again despite having bookings for a local trade show (P1, p. 4).  

The language barrier was also an issue during the second evacuation because hotel staff 

could not always understand what people required. As a result, something as simple as ensuring 

someone had access to their medication could result in a hospital visit because medical needs 

were missed during the registration process (P1, p. 21). Substance use was also an issue that 

meant young children were sometimes left unattended, which required support from the Timmins 

Evacuation Group (P1, p. 11). While security tried to keep substances out of the hotel, some 

evacuees felt that the presence of security guards was insulting, and that security’s presence 

indicated they were doing something wrong. The hotel noted that a factor contributing to some of 

these challenges was that there were not a lot of council members staying in Timmins, but they 

also noted that they relied heavily on a senior leader whom they deemed “invaluable” (P1, p. 11). 

Regarding impacts on the hotel’s operations during the three evacuations, hotel 

management had to hire extra staff for food services and housekeeping. As some of the evacuees 

did not want to be disturbed by housekeeping, wear and tear of the hotel rooms occurred: 

We still have a bunch of flooring we have to replace. We have to 
buy some furniture. You know, there’s a lot of things. You’ll see 
damages in the halls, where the wallpaper was ripped. The crown 
moulding was taken off. So, we just haven’t had the time. It’s very 
hard finding contractors sometimes. Yeah, especially in Timmins – 
everyone is busy. We have an internal maintenance team that does 
stuff. If you look down the hall you see all the room numbers, 
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they’ve all been damaged – chipped off or marked off. I bought 
those in the States, and it takes some time to put an order in. There 
are a lot of little things. It just takes time to recover. 
 

              (P1, p. 8) 

The downtime after the evacuations was also difficult, as the hotel needed to be closed for 

cleaning, rooms needed to be placed out of order, and customers complained that the hotel 

looked “run down”. The hotel needed to replace damaged furniture, electronics, wallpaper, and 

carpeting. The hotel also experienced plumbing damage to taps and toilets, as some children 

enjoyed flushing things in the toilet (P1, pp. 14-15). The hotel participated in an interview in 

early November 2019, and all the necessary repairs had still not been completed. 

Hotel 2. The second hotel interviewed held the hosting contract for the 2018 

Kashechewan evacuation and was the only hotel to participate in Timmins that year. In 2019, the 

second hotel welcomed approximately 350 evacuees. Similar to the first hotel, there was a need 

to increase the number of staff to assist with food services and housekeeping. Staff at the hotel 

complained that they could not keep up with the work but did not leave their positions (P2, p. 2).  

The participant from the second hotel noted that regular operations continued during the 

Kashechewan evacuation, including planned events. They also expressed that other guests were 

not impacted by the evacuation, as they did not receive complaints. Five floors were reserved for 

residents from Kashechewan and two floors were available for other guests (P2, p. 6). The set up 

of the hotel allowed for this separation in a way that was not possible at the first hotel, as the first 

hotel is a two-story building. However, the participant expressed concern about redirecting 

clients elsewhere during the prolonged evacuation: 

The only thing is our regulars. So, after that, we were sending 
people elsewhere and you just got to worry that you might not get 
that business back because we’re an older hotel. If I’m calling a 
newer hotel and setting them up for a couple or weeks, am I going 
to get them back? So, that’s a risk that you take. There’s 
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tremendous competition out there now. If you send your guests 
elsewhere, are they going to come back? 
       

 (P2, p. 7) 
 
Another possible impact on the second hotel’s business is that they indicated they were not 

taking bookings on travel websites during the evacuation, which would have sent clients to other 

available hotels. Yet, the second hotel did not feel that their revenue was negatively impacted, as 

the government pays well for the hotel rooms to host First Nation evacuees (P2, p. 7).  

Allocation of hotel rooms was challenging, as not all family members wanted to stay with 

each other. As a result, some rooms that had been allocated for families of four or five ended up 

housing a single person (P2, p. 3). The participant from the hotel indicated that housekeeping, 

garbage disposal, and damage to the facility were difficulties throughout the evacuation. As a 

result, staff needed to work longer hours to complete necessary cleaning and garbage pick up 

occurred more frequently to accommodate increased requirements (P2, p. 2). The participant also 

expressed that working with Community Liaisons could be difficult for the hotel staff: 

I think that next year, if they were to stay here, I would be 
personally stating that no more of these liaisons. They didn’t do 
anything. You couldn’t reach them half of the time. [They were] 
very hard to contact. There were a couple [who were] partying. 
 
            (P2, p. 3) 
 

However, the participant understood that some of the difficulties for liaisons arose because 

members of the community were responsible for enforcing rules among family and friends. 

Nevertheless, due to the lack of supervision and enforcement of rules, the hotel experienced 

some issues with intoxicated individuals who were disruptive for other evacuees (P2, p. 6). As 

noted in the previous section on the Ontario Mass Evacuation Plan, an evacuating community is 

expected to maintain First Nations community liaisons in every host community. The Timmins 
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Evacuation Group also noted that working as a community liaison is a source of income for those 

who assume those roles (P6, p. 5). 

 Another point of contention for the hotel was that evacuees staying at other hotels would 

eat meals with their family members while visiting them from other hotels. While the hotel was 

happy to welcome community members visiting their families, the challenge was recuperating 

the additional costs. Being instructed to turn people away was daunting because of the number of 

people staying at the hotel. The participant was also uncomfortable with turning evacuees away: 

They would say, “It’s up to you to make sure that you don’t allow 
them in.” Well, how do you do that? How do I say to a young 
mother and child, “I’m sorry, you can’t eat here today”? It’s not me 
and it will never happen. So, I took the loss on it, but I think next 
year, there is going to be something different. Because it’s unfair to 
those people who are coming here to visit their families because 
what the group was saying is that we were allocated for only the 
people that were here. The other hotels were allocated for only the 
people that were there. Well, you have people from one hotel to 
visit people at another hotel, and vice versa. So, why could I not 
just add that person for the day? 

            (P2, p. 6) 

The participant indicated that a preferable way to deal with covering the cost of visitors wanting 

to eat with their families would be to allow for a reasonable leniency for extra meals each day 

(P2, p. 7). As the evacuation lasted longer than what had been expected, many of the challenges 

had been compounded by the length of the evacuation. 

Security. The Timmins Evacuation Group hired a security company to provide security 

for the members of the evacuated communities while they were staying in hotels in Timmins. 

The security company staff worked 12 hour shifts and were on site 24 hours a day. The largest 

number of security staff working during the evacuations was 16 during the second evacuation 

(P3, p. 3). The security team was not negatively impacted by the three evacuations, but staff did 

find it difficult to monitor the hotel for alcohol and substances. They conducted bag checks when 
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evacuees returned to the hotels (P3, p. 3). The staff also patrolled the hallways and listened for 

disturbances but did not enter hotel rooms. Instead, they called community liaisons to assist if 

they were concerned. They also provided incident reports to the Timmins Evacuation Group (P3, 

p. 6). Back-to-back evacuations did not pose a challenge, as many staff wanted to work, and the 

business was able to hire more staff to ensure their operations continued smoothly over the 

course of 74 days (P3, p. 4).  

The security company faced similar challenges to those of the hotels, as they were 

stationed at the hotels. They found it difficult to provide services as they did not have evacuees’ 

information. They also did not have anyone on staff who could speak an Indigenous language 

(P3, p. 2). The second evacuation also created some challenges for them as there were many 

unsupervised children who were quite young. Like the hotel that hosted all three groups of 

evacuees, the security team expressed that some of their difficulties during the second evacuation 

stemmed from the small number of leaders from Chief and council who were staying in 

Timmins, as the community members were scattered across Northern Ontario, Winnipeg, and 

Regina (P3, p. 2). The security team noted that intoxication and substances were an issue at 

various points, and they had to deal with drug dealers who were coming to the hotels to try to sell 

to evacuees (P3, p. 1). They also faced some difficulties with community members living in 

Timmins who wanted to access meals provided to evacuees, whom they turned away (P3, p.1). 

Insurance Adjuster. The participant from the insurance company who completes the pre-

inspection reports and handles the claims for hotels in Timmins expressed that the evacuations 

have become routine after four years of working with host communities in the Highway 11 

corridor. 2019 was the second year the insurance firm worked with the Timmins Evacuation 

Group, but the firm started working with hotels in the corridor in 2016 to assess and settle 
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damages and develop scopes of repairs (P4, p. 1). The Department of Indigenous Services 

Canada (DISC) had asked for the insurance support because the department felt that claims were 

being made for damage that had been reported in prior years (P4, p. 2).  

When the insurance adjuster needed to focus on host community pre-inspection reports 

and processing of insurance claims, he could rely on other offices from the same firm to take 

care of business unrelated to the evacuation. To offset the work of the preinspection report, 

including photography, the insurance adjuster worked with trained municipal staff in some of the 

host communities (P4, p. 2). Overall, the negative impacts of the three evacuations in 2019 was 

minimal for the insurance adjuster and the additional contracts are an opportunity to involve 

more branches of the firm. 

Wawatay and Nishnawbe Aski Police Services. The participant from Wawatay and 

Nishnawbe Aski Police Services was a community adviser for the Timmins Evacuation Group 

and noted important challenges in the group’s ability to work with evacuees. They expressed that 

the planners for the evacuations not knowing that Pikangikum spoke Ojibwa created a challenge, 

as it is not a language commonly spoken in Timmins (P15, p. 2). Another challenge they noted 

was that the group was unaware of how the opioid crisis has affected Northern First Nations: 

What the planning committee did not anticipate was the opioid 
addictions. The communities are struggling with opioid addictions. 
At the same time, it’s not just Pikangikum or Kashechewan… I 
think people were afraid to mention the opioid addictions. That’s a 
reality amongst many of our communities. The addictions are so 
great that most children are placed with either siblings or 
grandparents. So, that’s why you see one grandmother with ten 
children, maybe, which isn’t something you wouldn’t expect to 
see. So, you have to absorb, or put things in perspective where 
these people are coming from a different area.   
                 

     (P15, pp. 2- 3) 
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The participant also noted the differences between childcare in home communities and 

host communities and the difficulties that poses for parents and guardians:  

The thing too, you have to remember when you’re dealing with 
First Nation communities, up in those communities, I think it’s safe 
to say that every child is part of the community. There is no 
structures to say, ‘Don’t go there or you can’t play there.’ Every 
child is free and free to roam around in their community because 
we’re not very big. Just big enough to allow that freedom. So, 
when families come out here, that kind of thing – if you can 
imagine, if you have ten children and you’re in a different 
environment, like Timmins, you’re going to be struggle with the 
fact that, ‘Hey, my kids can run for miles around here and I won’t 
see them.’ Like I said earlier, up in the remote areas where if my 
child goes outside of the house, I’m not worried because we’re a 
small community and somebody will let me know and will see 
them or will know where they are. It’s a community thing. People 
tell you; people know what your children are doing. So, that’s the 
kind of background we come from. So, around here, people don’t 
know each other. 
  

                (P15, pp. 3 - 4) 
 
The participant also felt that communications from evacuation partners to evacuees was lacking 

for the unplanned emergency evacuation from Pikangikum. They indicated that efforts could be 

made to keep evacuees informed about the evacuation in their languages, including using 

Wawatay Radio, the regional communications network for remote First Nations (P15, p. 11). 

Timmins Evacuation Group. The Timmins Evacuation Group faced several unique and 

shared challenges throughout the three hosting experiences. While working with the group from 

Kashechewan First Nation they realized there were some difficulties in keeping activities 

interesting during a prolonged evacuation even though they had hired a First Nations 

Recreational Officer (P6, p. 4). As evacuees grew more restless, some issues began to emerge 

around drinking. They also expressed that it was difficult to locate community foot patrol at 

times, and the foot patrol staff did not want to enforce rules or report issues about members of 

their community. The TEG participant noted that those who were selected to act as foot patrol 
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did not have a lot of job experience and the combination of minimal experience and stressors due 

to the evacuation meant they had difficulties completing the tasks assigned to them by the band 

council (P6, p. 5).  

There were also a few communication issues with different hosting partners. For instance, 

TEG found out about a potential, unreported child abduction from Kashechewan’s leadership 

during an all-partner call organized by the Provincial Emergency Operation Centre (PEOC). 

Thankfully, the missing person was located (P6, p. 5). TEG also have some difficulty 

communicating with the Local Health Integration Network and Nishnawbe Aski Nation. While 

TEG sent out daily emails to all partners, not receiving messages of acknowledgement and later 

hearing that the partners were unaware of the evacuation to Timmins was frustrating (P6, p. 7). 

 During the second evacuation, the lack of understanding of Pikangikum's demographics 

and social vulnerabilities posed a challenge for everyone, including TEG: 

But the province never released any details and never gave us any 
demographic breakdown to expect so many children. So, when we 
started preparing, we were prepping a similar idea out of the JEMS. 
Like, this is what you need, this is what you’re going to do, and it 
was kind of like we had packed up the boxes and we drove it on the 
spot and turned around and unpacked. So, it didn’t feel like a big 
deal to us. It was just like, “Okay, here we go again.” And when 
the first plane arrived, [redacted] called me to tell me that the plane 
was almost all children and I laughed. I said, “Yeah, okay, 
whatever.” He said, “No, I’m serious.” I said, “Okay.” So, when 
they arrived, plane after plane, we had an influx. We had 211 
[evacuees] kind of thing – no, I think we were a little higher at that 
point. I think we had a majority, and I can give you a breakdown – 
but it was like 80% children. 
  
            (P6, p. 6)
  

Due to the unfamiliarity with Pikangikum First Nation, TEG and hosting partners learned critical 

information about the population as they met them. The language barrier was quickly apparent: 

So, and no one was talking to us. Like, very limited conversations, 
very shy, very polite – don’t get me wrong, very polite - but just 
reserved. So, we weren’t really sure what we were getting into and 
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then we found out they spoke a different language. We didn’t even 
know the language; we didn’t even think about it because we were 
still thinking that they could converse in English, at least, right? Or 
someone would represent. But at the time, we didn’t have any 
leadership arrive. We had very limited language communications 
available to them. They couldn’t translate between the two [Ojibwa 
and Cree]... So, we had brought up Ojibwa-speaking elders from 
Manitoulin Island. So, they came up right away. So, we had 
reached out to Timmins Native Friendship Centre. They were 
actually unavailable because summer vacation had started. The 
Ojibway Cree Centre, here in Timmins, was away at a conference 
in Toronto. So, their six members who would have helped us were 
gone. And Misiway [Milopemahtesewin Community Health 
Centre] never called us back. So, we were actually kind of stranded 
and then [name redacted] came in and we eventually made contact 
with him and got him in. And he started calling around and was 
able to find again access to those elders in Manitoulin Island, but 
also to the radio system. So, he was able to help us with some 
translations and stuff, and kind of getting some messages across – 
what we were doing, where we were going, and our concerns. 
 
           (P6, p. 6) 
 

The inability of province, DISC, and other partners to provide a full profile for Pikangikum 

required improvising solutions beyond what is laid out in the JEMS standards. The participant 

also felt that DISC was unaware of the needs and stark disparities that residents of Pikangikum 

live with (P6, p. 13). 

After a few days, substance use, violence, and unsupervised children became an issue that 

needed to be addressed by hosting partners. The group started conducting room-to-room checks: 

The parents were gone. We were finding rooms of children. We 
would find the parents intoxicated somewhere else. We ended up 
getting permission through social media – through Facebook – to 
put bands on the children with their names and their room numbers 
because the children were running around, and we didn’t know 
where they belonged. Um, so, we ended up getting that and doing 
that, which helped for the first bit to just get some kind of grasp on 
it. But I mean, kids are kids, a hospital band isn’t going to work. 
Um, the other thing that we noticed – we caught really quick – was 
skin infections and rashes, and the lice. So, we essentially had to do 
a mass decontamination. We were trying to give as much lice stuff 
out as possible. We brought the fire truck in… So, we brought a PR 
in to kind of help us put an extra set of eyes on it, in a non-
interrogating kind of way, I guess. So, they were playing around 
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with the water and kind of cooling off in the hose. The volunteers 
were kind of like, “Okay.” Because a lot of they volunteer fire 
fighters are paramedics. 
         

 (P6, p. 7) 
 

Through the volunteer firefighters, who are often also paramedics, TEG was able to better assess 

the extent of the children’s health and well-being concerns and received direction to seek support 

from Timmins General Hospital to respond to children’s primary healthcare needs (P6, p. 7). 

While this study cannot provide any insight on the hospital’s experience, TEG’s 2019 final 

report indicated a minimal impact to hospital services (Gervais Emergency Consulting, 2019). 

TEG’s eventual connection with Indigenous Child and Family Services was also very 

important for providing care to the second group of evacuees. The agency was able to connect 

with their partner agency who provides services to Pikangikum. Cases that were deemed “high 

risk” were communicated to TEG and made a priority for family reunifications. As part of this 

effort, entire families were relocated to High Falls, Ontario (P6, p. 8). Indigenous Child and 

Family Services also provided wellness checks and engaged children at the hotel in Timmins, 

which provided an alternative form of childcare. However, a full childcare service was not 

possible due to regulations and the host community’s liability (P6, p. 8). While residents of 

Timmins volunteered to assist during the second evacuation, TEG felt it was not productive to 

ask for volunteers because it required time to determine who and who was not qualified to assist 

as a crisis support worker (P6, p. 14).  

 While Pikangikum residents were waiting to return home, Mattagami First Nation also 

wanted to evacuate to Timmins due to a wildfire near Gogama to the South. There were two 

concerns that arose during that situation: Timmins had already reached its capacity for evacuees 

and Mattagami First Nation is a primary client of the Indigenous Child and Family Services 

agency that was supporting the families from Pikangikum (P6, p. 10). The province did not 
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readily provide a solution, so TEG worked to determine what resources were available along the 

Highway 11 corridor and started to look to Southern Ontario if a worst-case scenario occurred 

(P6, p. 9). Thankfully, the southern wildfire did not require an evacuation, as TEG knew they 

would not be able to host another group with the resources they had available.  

 As was also noted by the City of Timmins participant, promised advanced funding and 

cost recovery were challenges for TEG throughout the three hosting experiences. TEG received 

final funding approval from DISC on December 7, 2020. The evacuation planning group was 

still carrying a significant number of expenses four months after the final expenses for 

Keewaywin First Nation’s evacuation were submitted to DISC for review and approval. There 

were $1.7 million of expenses to be approved in early December 2019 (P6, p. 2). 

Chief Administrative Officer. The City of Timmins’s operations remained relatively 

unscathed during the three evacuations in 2019, but city staff nevertheless faced unique 

challenges. During the first evacuation, the former fire chief and community emergency 

management coordinator was on leave and the person who would be replacing them had not yet 

stepped into the role. As evacuees from Kashechewan arrived, the city also required municipal 

resources to monitor and respond to potential flooding due to snow melt along the Mattagami 

River system (P5, p. 3). However, having a third-party vendor in the host community planning 

and support role ensured impacts from the evacuations were minimized for municipal staff and 

services.  

While the pressure on municipal services and staff was minor, the financial side of the 

evacuation was more difficult. The city assumed large costs despite the assurance from the 

Department of Indigenous Services Canada that they would receive partial advanced funding. 

The city official explained that they had made hosting arrangements based on an understanding: 
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We’ll go to the bank and get a line of credit to deal with this in and 
of itself,” with the assurance that, “Oh no, we’re going to flow you 
seventy-five per cent upfront and reconcile the rest.” It didn’t 
happen that way and it was problematic. There was a bit of 
revisionist history that came along afterwards. Going into this next 
year, I am just going to assume that there is no money coming from 
the federal government for six months. We’re fronting all these 
costs and they had a good system in place for approvals. So, I 
wasn’t worried about us getting reimbursed for money that went 
out the door. It’s just a little bit of a frustrating process and I got to 
say, created a lack of trust between me and Indigenous Services 
Canada. So much so, I said at one point, “No wonder the First 
Nations communities don’t like dealing with you guys. Because if I 
can’t trust you, there’s no way they’re going to trust you. 

            (P5, p. 4) 

 

There was no fear of not receiving reimbursements, but the city and TEG will operate with the 

assumption that they will not receive advanced payments in the future (P5, p. 9). 

The City of Timmins also expressed that the slow responses from or absence of other 

jurisdictions during the evacuations were distressing. They shared the following: 

It was good to hear the Premier come out to say, you know, “We 
need municipalities to stand up. We need them to get to the front 
line to help out with this,” which I thought was good. And I got 
calls from Service Ontario saying, “If people need help getting 
their health cards, send them our way.” And that’s great. And 
Service Ontario said, “If people need help with their social 
insurance cards, send them our way.” Thanks, guys, for making a 
real difference here… The total absence of provincial and federal 
leaders in the communities that were doing their jobs for them was 
surprising. But maybe it happened in other ways, but it certainly 
didn’t appear that the Ministry of Health ramped up to meet the 
need. It didn’t appear – I never saw anywhere from the Minister’s 
Office in Indigenous Affairs come here. Where the hell were they? 
The total absence of provincial and federal leaders in the 
communities that were doing their jobs for them was surprising. 
 
                  (P5, pp. 8-9) 
    

The city readily acknowledged that other major hazards in Ontario likely took up some ministries 

and departments’ capabilities. Nevertheless, it was disappointing to receive minimal external 
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support, as roles and responsibilities are outlined in the JEMS standards and the city was 

encouraged to take as many evacuees as possible during multiple hazard events (P5, p. 10).  

Transit. The host community had initially approached Timmins Transit to provide charter 

services for evacuees, but the service did not have an adequate fleet or staff to fulfill the request. 

Instead, Timmins Transit created special passes for evacuees so that they could have access to 

unlimited bus services, which were involved to the Timmins Evacuation Group (P7, p. 1). The 

participant from Timmins Transit expressed that the staff required some overtime due to short 

staffing, as Timmins Transit administration is taken care of by four people. The participant 

donated his personal time, but other staff were paid overtime, which was invoiced and 

reimbursed (P7, p. 3).  

Timmins Transit did not experience major challenges during the three evacuations, but 

one issue they dealt with initially was some people tried to sell their transit passes. However, the 

issue was addressed immediately and mitigated by the fact that each pass was registered, 

facilitating tracking of passes (P7, p. 2). The participant noted that impacts on bus services were 

not unmanageable, but the evacuations did impact operations somewhat: 

There were times when the influx of people – you could see the 
difference on our buses. For example, our main trunk lines, they 
were staying at two different hotels and we could see that there was 
a higher volume of people on the bus and there were strollers, and 
stuff like that. That becomes a problem because on our buses, we 
only have room for three specialized – like the seats fold up for 
somebody with a mobility aid or with a stroller - priority seating. 
You only have three priority areas on some of the buses. So, what 
was happening was we had to leave people on the road – you 
couldn’t pick them up. What was happening was the bus was full 
with two people with strollers and then some people couldn’t get 
on the bus. Those are rare occurrences, and a bus went by every 
half hour, so it’s not like they were stranded there for hours on end. 
The other thing too, is they’re here, they’ve got nothing else to do, 
so they’re going shopping and all this other stuff. So, now they’re 
getting on the bus with all these parcels and packages. 
 

      (P7, p. 2) 
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While Timmins Transit staff did not have any major concerns about the evacuations, they 

received some complaints and negative comments from local residents regarding some of the 

evacuees’ behaviour on the buses (P7, p. 3). 

Timmins Police Services. As with other municipal services, Timmins Police Services 

were minorly impacted by the three evacuations. The participant from Timmins Police Services 

expressed that staff did not experience burnout nor accrue overtime, even during the second 

evacuation, which was more difficult for hosting partners. During the second evacuation, “… it 

was just a kind of constant rather back and forth to that hotel. They would get a call for service 

and they’d try to deal with it as best as they could. They would leave, and then something else 

would come up. So, they were going maybe four or five times a day back and forth” (P8, p. 2). 

While the participant from police services noted that this may have delayed responses to other 

calls, police services did not receive complaints. The platoons that worked during the second 

evacuation also found it emotionally challenging to respond because they did not know about the 

vulnerabilities that existed in Pikangikum. After the first weekend, the calls decreased 

significantly (P8, p. 1).  

The participant shared that Timmins Police Services has the capacity to assist with 

routine evacuations, such as Kashechewan’s precautionary evacuation, but “last minute” 

evacuations give staff little time to prepare (P8, p. 3). They also felt it would have been 

beneficial to receive more information about the groups arriving in order better to prepare the 

platoons. The participant also described the difficulty of finding translators in Timmins who 

could translate between Ojibwa and English. They had to ask someone from the Pikangikum foot 

patrol team to attend court proceedings to translate (P8, p. 1).  

An expected challenge was the lack of trust between evacuees and police officers: 
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They don’t want to tell us what’s going on and I understand 
because of their history. We’ve done cultural awareness training. 
So, there’s a little more of an understanding on the police’s part as 
to what they might be walking into and that distrust. But it’s 
getting better because they are coming down so often and dealing 
with police a little more. They’re getting a little bit more 
comfortable with us. They had the Rangers and they ended up 
helping us with translation and they would diffuse things before we 
needed to be there in a lot of cases. So, with Kashechewan, it was 
easy because the Rangers were there. With Pik, it happened so 
quickly, we didn’t have Rangers in place until later. So, that’s 
where we ended up having to do all that diffusing and was just 
complicated by the language barriers and cultural 
misunderstandings. 
            (P8, p. 3) 

While Timmins Police Services had been working more actively with Indigenous organizations 

based in Timmins, they do not go to surrounding First Nation communities. Police Services was 

also acutely aware that their presence could be distressing for evacuees (P8, p. 4). 

Fire Services. During planning for the Kashechewan evacuation, the Fire Chief had not 

yet stepped into their role. However, they had participated in hosting evacuees in. The first 

evacuation in 2019 had no impact on Fire Services staff or operations, as it was planned (P9, p. 

1). At the same time, the City of Timmins experienced high river levels that resulted in road 

closures, and part of the Fire Chief’s role is working as the Community Emergency Manager 

(CEMC). As the CEMC, the participant needed to attend daily evacuation meetings to fulfill that 

role. However, they expressed that “… the biggest thing for the Fire Services is that we may 

have had a couple of children not recognizing the red alarm bells on the walls of the hotel. 

Maybe randomly pull them a few times. Other than that, there was no major impact on the fire 

service” (P9, p. 1). The participant also noted that the municipal services could support more 

evacuees, but not without increased regional services capacities, as agencies and non-

governmental organizations were strained by the needs in the host communities throughout the 

Highway 11 corridor (P9, p. 3). 
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The participant also shared that Pikangikum was never fully evacuated, which 

highlighted serious constraints to host community and evacuation capacities in Ontario. He felt 

that these constraints created a certain pressure, “It was people suggesting that you could take 

more and have rooms, but you know, they were more looking at just the room versus what else is 

required to be with that room” (P9, p. 3). As the community emergency manager, he also 

realized that the evacuations to Timmins could pose a challenge to his role in the future. First 

Nations evacuations could raise local residents’ expectations for Timmins’ emergency responses, 

as residents may compare what is done for First Nations evacuees to supports provided during 

local emergencies (P9, p. 6). 

Public Health. The regional public health unit was responsible for food facility 

inspections, evacuation centre inspection, public health outreach, and education for local staff 

working with evacuees, including naloxone training. The 10 or so public health staff are 

primarily based in Timmins and Kapuskasing and needed to travel to other host communities. 

The first evacuation was not unusual for the public health unit, as they have supported multiple 

host communities over the years, and they were included in the planning meetings and 

teleconferences: 

…we’re pretty good at communication when they’re going to be 
evacuating them. We’re usually given almost a week’s notice, 
usually. And then by that time, most of our host communities 
already aware of what food places are being used. Typically, it’s 
been the same ones. Certain have changed a little bit. It’s really 
business as usual. 
 
          (P10, p. 1) 
 

The participants from the health unit indicated that the three evacuations did not adversely 

impact their operations and staff in 2019. Additionally, the participants said their unit did not 
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receive any requests from the Timmins Evacuation Group or other host communities for access 

to public health on-call services (P10, p. 4).  

 The public health unit shared many of the challenges experienced by other hosting 

partners, including back-to-back evacuations, the language barrier, and lack of community 

profiles. The short time between the Kashechewan and Pikangikum evacuations was difficult 

because they needed to conduct the inspection of the mass evacuation centre that was 

temporarily set up in Kapuskasing to accommodate the evacuees arriving from Pikangikum as 

residents from Kashechewan waited to fly home. The health unit received approximately one 

day’s notice before an inspector needed to be on-site in the arena to inspect the evacuation 

centre, which is a practice that has not been common in recent years (P10, p. 2). The public 

health unit also noted that the language barrier during the Pikangikum evacuation was more 

prevalent in Timmins than in other host communities. Since it took time to find translators who 

could speak both Ojibwa and English, it was difficult to address the evacuees’ needs (P10, p. 3). 

 While the lack of First Nations community profiles did not create a major challenge for 

the public health unit, the participants acknowledged that it can be and has been a challenge for 

other health care partners during First Nations evacuations: 

There were a couple of requests for information on who’s coming 
and that kind of thing. And I don’t think it got here before they [the 
evacuees] did. So, I think that caused a little bit of a scramble 
there. You don’t know who’s coming until they get here. If they 
need health services, it’s a bigger scramble to get that in place.  
 
              (P10, pp. 5 - 6)  
 

They acknowledged that their partners in hosting struggled because they were unaware of the 

unique needs of each group of evacuees. Clearly, unfamiliarity with an evacuating communities 

and lack of readily available socio-cultural profiles complicated activating and staffing specific 

services to address health care needs that emerged throughout the three evacuations. 
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Emergency Medical Services. The Cochrane District Emergency Medical Services 

provide direct delivery of ambulance services to all the host communities in the Highway 11 

corridor, including Timmins, Iroquois Falls, Cochrane, Kapuskasing, and Hearst (P11, p. 1). The 

participants had already undertaken an analysis of the impacts of the 2019 evacuations on their 

services and staff before November 2019. Their analysis showed that their call volume during 

the first evacuation was the same as the previous year and had no real impact on their staff or 

operations because it was a planned evacuation (P11, p. 1). However, the second evacuation was 

more eventful: 

…our volume did go up about – I think in the seven weeks that we 
had evacuees across our district, we received 96 calls for service. 
Timmins hosting the largest population of them, did get the 
majority of the calls, but the other communities also had an 
increase in call volume. But they are smaller and have less services 
available. So, there’s a bit more of an impact there. We can easily 
absorb 800 people in Timmins – it’s just a hockey tournament for 
us. But our smaller communities, you know, it will be more evident 
when we talk about Pikangikum for Kapuskasing. But smaller 
communities getting 800 is sometimes 10% of their population. 
The types of calls that we were doing we’re much different than 
what we were used to. 
 
          (P10, p. 2) 

 
The participants indicated that one of the primary factors in the differences between the first and 

second evacuations for their services is that Kashechewan has more access to health care, 

whereas Pikangikum has limited access to health care (P11, p. 3). Many of the second group of 

evacuees had also stayed in the mass evacuation centre in Kapuskasing for a few days and 

evacuated with few belongings, meaning they could have forgotten items such as medication or 

assistive devices. The participants noted that the second group of evacuees were primarily under 

the age of 35, with more than half being children, which meant some children were 

unaccompanied at different times throughout the evacuation. As a result, the call volume 

increased, and the community paramedics provided door-to-door checks to determine what 
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medical needs needed to be addressed (P11, p. 4). During the third evacuation, EMS did not see 

an increase in call volumes nor a marked impact on their staff and operations (P11, p. 6). EMS 

funding is dependent on call volume but working with evacuees is not part of their budget and 

they did not receive reimbursements for additional costs, which would need to be billed to City 

of Timmins through the Timmins Evacuation Group (P11, p. 8). There seemed to be a 

miscommunication between the Timmins Evacuation Group and EMS about eligible costs. 

The participants from Emergency Medical Services felt that the second evacuation was 

most challenging for them due to the language barrier, underservicing of Pikangikum’s 

population, and the increased call volume across the Highway 11 corridor. The paramedics 

supporting the evacuees from Pikangikum across the Highway 11 corridor expressed that there 

was great difficulty finding translators who spoke Ojibwa, but Pikangikum residents also spoke 

less English than other First Nations communities with whom EMS has worked previously. EMS 

staff, like other service providers, relied heavily on translators from the evacuated community 

staying at hotels (P11, p. 4). While the participants did not elaborate on how the language barrier 

impacted their service delivery, it undoubtedly complicated their ability to understand the 

circumstances they encountered and needs of critical and emergent patients. EMS staff also came 

to realize the how underserviced the community was at home: 

So, the population of Pikangikum is similar to the population of 
Matheson, like they’re both 2,300/2,200 [residents]. There’s a 
hospital in Matheson, there’s a full-time paramedic service there. 
There are doctors’ offices, dentists. Pikangikum has nothing. So, 
they have a nursing station. They don’t have paramedic services; 
they don’t have paramedics available in that community. So, some 
of the programs and even their housing is an issue. So, the bigger 
problem here is the bigger healthcare issue on reserve, right? It’s 
not necessarily the evacuees. It’s that we need to make sure that at 
least when they’re evacuated that they have access to those 
services that they don’t normally have access to. So, that was a 
struggle for us. 
        

   (P11, p. 5) 
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They also noted that the lack of health care offerings and funding for First Nations communities 

affects service levels in regional municipalities during evacuations by putting additional pressure 

on the regional health care systems (P11, p. 8).  

Local Health Integration Network. During evacuations of First Nations communities in 

Northern Ontario, the North East Local Health Integration Network (LIHN) is responsible for 

home care and long-term care for evacuees, which involves nursing, personal support, social 

work, and other physical therapies. The Timmins-based branch relies on the evacuating 

community’s nursing station staff to identify which residents require home care, long-term care, 

or palliative care by providing a list of people who require supports (P12, p. 1). LHIN staff may 

also try to meet evacuees at the airports at the various host communities in the Highway 11 

corridor when they arrive. While evacuees arrive at the host sites, the LHIN’s registered nurses 

meet with home care clients to create a care plan (P12, p. 2). The LHIN also provides long-term 

care, but a long-term care client will be evacuated to a host community where long-term care 

spaces are readily available (P12, p. 11). 

The participant indicated that the North East LHIN’s operations and services were not 

negatively affected by the three evacuations in 2019. One reason the agency was able to balance 

the additional workload is that they ensured that smaller host communities with few home care 

workers did not receive evacuees who required home care. Those who required supports were 

accommodated in larger centres, such as Timmins or Kapuskasing (P12, p. 2). While the LHIN’s 

operations were unaffected by the evacuations, there was some staff overtime because staff were 

trying to meet flights as they landed. In some cases, staff would arrive at the airport and the flight 

had already been redirected to another community (P12, p. 7). It is unclear if this was caused by 

a miscommunication with the Ministry of Health or if the flight schedules changed at the last 
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minute. The participant also indicated that they had very few clients during the second and third 

evacuation, but they did participate in a community clinic with paramedics and provided some 

wound care during the second evacuation (P12, p. 2). 

The challenges experienced by the LHIN primarily involve barriers to providing the best 

care possible to First Nation evacuees requiring home care. For instance, the LHIN needs to 

quickly contact evacuees who require home care supports, but not all evacuees have cellphones. 

Evacuees who required supports may have also evacuated to a different host community than 

where they were expected to land. Additionally, while the nursing station informs the LHIN 

about home care clients, some individuals were missed in the process and were not necessarily 

comfortable asking for help (P12, p. 1).  While the LHIN would like evacuees requiring care to 

stay in a host community where LHIN staff are available, home care clients can request to go to 

a community without these services to be with their family and friends (P12, p. 2).  

Another challenge was that staff were not sure how to provide culturally appropriate care:  

Culture was a huge piece because our culture is so different than 
theirs. We’re so used to providing service this way, they would 
provide service this way [another way]. It’s completely different. 
So, maybe there’s a need for education for frontline to be able to 
understand these cultures better and to be able to provide the care 
the way that they would provide care to themselves and their 
communities. 

 
            (P12, p. 3) 
 
The participant noted that staff’s unfamiliarity with First Nations health care practices had to do 

with language barrier and lack of community profiles, and from jurisdictional divides:  

But the thing with First Nations reserves is that they are funded for 
their own health care. So, they are providing health care 
themselves. Very, very rarely do we go into a First Nations 
community to provide care, unless it’s something that their 
community doesn’t provide, like a palliative nurse practitioner. Or 
in Constance Lake when their nurse is on holidays, we’ll have our 
nurse go in to cover. But they’re funded so they can provide their 
own service, which means that they don’t need home care in their 
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communities. Yeah, I think it’s just education and understanding of 
what their every day looks like. So, If I live in a First Nations 
community and my mom is an elder there, how is it that my mom 
receives care? Does she receive care scheduled, like [the way] we 
provide it? Do they say, “Okay, time to go, let’s go in the bath”? 
They have a different routine to it, which is a different approach, 
and it would be interesting to know what their approach is so that 
we can apply it when they come – just to make them more 
comfortable. 

 
               (P12, pp. 3 – 4) 

Since LHIN staff rarely work in First Nations communities, there is a disconnect between home 

care services in host communities and what clients desire. 

Another challenge that was present during the Pikangikum evacuation was related to the 

evacuated community’s lack of trust related to water sources. The participant explained:  

So, they’ve been under a boil water advisory for years and years. 
And then they come here and it’s simple. They can just have a bath 
or a shower. Um, they can drink from the tap, but they don’t feel 
comfortable doing that. So, they were asking for bottled water. So, 
that was a bit of a struggle too, which we didn’t identify ahead of 
time, which we could have. And maybe we could have said, 
“You’re coming to Timmins or Kapuskasing – where the water is 
safe. You can run it. You can have a bath. You can have a shower. 
You can wash with it.” So, that was something that kind of hit me 
hard when I heard that they didn’t understand how to run the water. 
 
          (P12, p. 5) 
 

According to Habitat for Humanity, there were approximately 119 taps in 500 homes in 

Pikangikum in 2018 and the community had a boil water advisory for more than a decade 

(Habitat for Humanity Canada, 2018). When asked about how the trust deficit related to water 

affected provision of home care, the participant expressed that clients were generally 

comfortable bathing in the water in host communities, but they would not drink it (P12, p. 5).  

Finally, the participant acknowledged that the North East LHIN does have some staff 

capacity challenges that need to be considered when planning for First Nation evacuations. The 

participant also expressed that the line of communication was not initially established between 
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the Timmins Evacuation Group and the LHIN (TEG also remarked they did not receive 

responses initially), and the request for assistance was instead made by the Ministry of Health 

and Long-term Care (P12, p. 11). As a result, some of the supports necessary for keeping clients 

from going to the hospital were not in place when they should have been established in advance. 

It is possible that the needs of those particular clients were not communicated between the 

nursing station and LHIN, or their needs were possibly missed during the evacuation process. 

Indigenous Child and Family Services. Kunuwanimano Child and Family Services is 

located in Timmins, but has staff in Cochrane, Kapuskasing, and Constance Lake. It provides 

programs that consider the best interests and well-being of First Nation children, as wells as the 

importance of preserving children’s cultural identities. The agency was responsible for 

supporting evacuated families through prevention and protection services, with the hope of 

mitigating grief for families (P13, p. 1). The agency was not involved in the Kashechewan 

evacuation in 2019, nor at the planning table. They became involved in the second evacuation to 

Timmins after evacuees had already arrived from Pikangikum (P13, p. 1). According to the 

interview participants, staff from the Ministry of Children, Community and Social Services had 

not informed the Indigenous Child Wellbeing agency about the evacuation. In fact, the agency 

found out about the evacuation during a meeting with another service (P13, p. 3). Evacuees from 

Pikangikum were hosted across the agency’s jurisdiction, including in Timmins, Cochrane, 

Kapuskasing, Iroquois Falls, Hearst, and Smooth Rock Falls (P13, p. 2). The two participants 

expressed that the second evacuation had a significant impact on their operations, services, and 

staff team due to the large number of children from the First Nation community. 

The agency realized they would need to be more involved in the second evacuation when 

the first signs that the protection side of the agency would be called upon transpired in Cochrane 
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(P13, p. 2). As the agency had not been at the host community planning table for the spring 

flooding, they had not been able to connect necessary prevention staff with families as soon as 

evacuees arrived from Pikangikum. When the agency realized the community needed more 

prevention support, they called the Timmins Evacuation Group and were able to send prevention 

staff to assist families at the hotel (P13, p. 3). Once that connection was established, the agency 

was invited to all daily meetings. As evacuees were hosted in multiple host communities in the 

agency’s jurisdiction, their staff were covering wide geographies to provide support to families 

with large numbers of children. Some calls would come from two hours away and staff would 

arrive after issues had already escalated (P13, p. 2). The participants shared that no child was 

taken into care during the first evacuation of Pikangikum. However, one adolescent requested 

temporary care assistance in another host community for a few days, as her support person was 

in a host community in Northwestern Ontario (P13, p. 9).  

The agency already had a large caseload prior to the 2019 evacuations because they were 

operating with inadequate staff and funding. Due to the evacuations, there was a decrease in 

monthly visits to existing clients, and there was also a lag in necessary documentation, which 

must be completed within 24 hours (P13, p. 21, 12). Another issue was that the ministry does not 

always count “assists” or referrals toward the agency’s numbers, and opened files were often all 

that could be reported (P13, p. 12). To support the regional clients and the at-risk community, the 

agency temporarily restructured their staff schedule: 

…here in Timmins, we had one group that would go in from 9 am 
– 5 pm, generally about four people: one supervisor and three 
front-line staff. So, they were kind of rotating shifts. Then we had 
somebody going in from 10 am – 6 pm - two people going in from 
10 – 6. So, once they got there, two people from the morning 
would leave, so they could start focusing back on their caseload for 
the agency. And then, we had two or three people going in from 1 
– 9 pm. So, once again, so that the morning staff can come back 
and do their regular assigned tasks. So, all together, we would have 
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around 8 people deployed to the hotel a day. Doing morning 
checks, if you need supplies, anything like that, helping with 
serving food, if we had to. 
 
          (P13, p. 5) 

 
While the scheduling changes were effective in balancing priorities, there were still negative 

consequences for staff. 

Frontline protection staff were on-call during the second and third evacuations, and the 

number of staff on-call was doubled, meaning staff were burning out two at a time (P13, p. 12 - 

13). Some staff also left the organization (P13, p. 9). The evacuation also had a noticeable impact 

on management and executive staff, as they were on call at all hours. The agency tried to balance 

the needs of the evacuees with the limited availability of foster parents, all of whom also did not 

speak Ojibwa (P13, p. 10). The ministry had indicated that no exception would be made to allow 

foster parents to take more than four children at once. The agency feared that children would be 

sent to outside paid resources (foster care and group homes) in southern jurisdictions if they were 

taken into care (P13, p. 10). Agency staff were deployed to stay with unattended children as way 

to not take the children into care and traumatize families (P13, p. 6). While the agency had 

requested assistance to provide 24-hour day care, it was denied. Agency staff tried to “give 

parents a break” by organizing activities, such as movie nights (P13, p. 10 – 11).  

The participants from the agency also shared that there were some issues with hosting 

partners that complicated their work. For instance, the diaper supplies that were given to families 

to last through the night were not always adequate because every child is different, and some 

children required more than three diapers per night. What was an issue related to the availability 

of supplies at night could have resulted in child protection interventions (P13, p. 3). They also 

felt that some members of the security team were culturally insensitive and lacked compassion 

and empathy for members of the community that evacuated to Timmins: 
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For example, the security company that was there, they would 
come running to us all the time with, like, various things. One was 
– they came running to us, “There’s a family leaving, they’re going 
to the dollar store.” And we’re like “Okay. They’re independent.” 
And then, they came back, and they gave us a whole list of 
everything they bought, “They bought craft supplies, but they made 
the kids carry the glue because I think they’re trying to throw us 
off.” I was like, “Off of what?” And then they came running 
because kids had burnt popcorn in the microwave in their room 
because they were making a snack. So, there were all these things. 
There was one other one – I can’t really recall it, but I eventually 
had to have the conversation where I was like, “If this was let’s 
say, a hockey team from out of town coming in, and they were 
doing all these same things, would you be turning around and 
running to a child welfare agency, a child wellbeing society, and 
telling them all these same things? Or are you doing this just 
because they are an Indigenous family and Indigenous 
community?” Right, so, I was trying to establish more critical 
reflection on their own actions, while we were doing. So much so 
that there was a time when we had two workers walking down the 
hall and through the hotel and they yelled, “There’s the child 
welfare workers. Go ask them.” But yelling “There’s the child 
welfare workers,” within a hotel with a whole bunch of Indigenous 
families is triggering. 

 
            (P13, p. 5) 
 
These types of negative interactions underlined how important it is for hosting partners to think 

about how their actions can undermine the relationship building undertaken by another partner 

with evacuees (P12, p. 6). 

 While the language barrier and prevalence of substance use during the second evacuation 

were challenging for the agency, the agency’s concerns were somewhat unique because of the 

trauma that could have been caused to families. For example, simply filling out paperwork 

accurately for the ministry was difficult without language supports: 

And the questions that we have to ask and figure out according to 
our safety, that’s set by the Ministry, they’re questions that you’re 
not going to get the answers to. Initially, we had a hard time 
figuring out how old the children were because there is that 
language barrier. So, how do you expect me to complete these 
documents, and to be accurate, and to not have it look – I have to 
follow procedures. But it’s that challenge of - for example, I am 
used to, in other jurisdictions, being able to call into a service and 



HOSTING WITH HUMILITY 

82 
 

to have the translation. We don’t have that available to us. If I’m in 
Toronto, as an example, and I’m in a hospital, and I don’t speak 
English as a primary language, there is a number. Please, just to be 
able to do that to allow the family to communicate their story 
however they wish to do so, instead of just yes-nos – to actually 
help me understand, makes a world of difference. We shouldn’t be 
walking in to a family that’s in a place of trauma and trying to 
figure out emergencies and we need to let them tell their story as 
best as they can, as much as they are willing to, and then try to 
work within their context to see what safety can be created. And if 
it cannot be created, to be able to explain why. And we can’t do 
that without language. 
 
         (P13, p. 13) 

Agency staff were also aware of what taking children into protection could do to families: 

So, where the challenge with that became was that we had to 
deploy staff to stay with children because there were a number of 
parents who were gone for hours at a time, leaving small children. 
Leaving small children in the care of ten-year-old’s who were 
feeding them bottles with milk that had spoiled. And that occurred. 
Um, from the protection lens, the legislation is very clear. The 
actuality of the additional trauma that we would be making 
families undergo is a completely different situation. So, what we 
had, whether is was prevention staff or protection staff, we actually 
had staff staying with children instead of trying to bring them into 
care. And it’s the piece that we needed to do. But that also 
retraumatizes families in terms of just having to do that. So, for 
example, there were six children that mum had left to go drinking 
and left all the children, including a child under the age of one in 
[another host community that was not Timmins]. Um, and I had 
been asked by the city to bring them into care. And that would 
have been - I would have needed to find four foster homes, I would 
have needed to split them up. And that in and of itself is 
horrifically traumatic. A lot of the children under the age of six 
would have had Ojibwa as their primary language. So. my foster 
parents do not speak that. Having the children really be able to 
express themselves as much as they could through their trauma, 
would have been an issue. So, instead of that, myself and another 
staff member, we actually went out to [the host community] and 
spent the night with the kids in the hotel. And worked to find mum 
the next day and to put in additional supports and reunify. But even 
in doing that, and that’s the least intrusive [thing] that we can do, 
there was no family and we had asked community members if they 
would step in and assist. A community member took in one child. 
So, we were down to five. What was it like for that community to 
have child protection workers or prevention workers, but are 



HOSTING WITH HUMILITY 

83 
 

attached to the agency, actually at the hotel? Do they think they’re 
being monitored? Does it increase that trauma just in doing that, as 
much as we know that we’re trying to be the least intrusive 
possible. When we look at it, we still need to recognize that in and 
of itself impacts. 

               (P13, pp. 6 - 7) 

Although the agency was cognizant of contributing factors to why guardians were relying on 

maladaptive coping mechanisms and the ease with which substances could be obtained from 

neighbouring retailers, their mandate was to ensure children were safe above all else. 

 A final concern was that their ministry appeared to not understand the emotional tax the 

work was taking on staff who received no additional support (P13, p. 12). They still needed to 

meet the same reporting standards without being able to officially report the assistance they were 

providing to a community outside of their service area. They also absorbed 100% of the cost 

because their funding does not cover assists during an evacuation: 

We get provincial funding. And provincial funding doesn’t cover 
that. So, then they would say, ‘Go back to federal funding.’ But I 
don’t have the manpower to go through the HRS system to 
correlate it to the dates, to correlate it to the FSRs. So, the supplies 
that we bought, that your [prevention] team bought, that protection 
bought for families, clothing, whatever is necessary. All that, 
technically, should be billed back, but I don’t have the staffing in 
order to do that. So, if I do that, I’m pulling staff from stuff that 
they need to be doing. 
       (P13, p. 11) 

When asked to elaborate about cost recovery, the participants expressed that part of the issue is 

the age of their computer system makes it difficult to extract particular staff hours (P13, 17). 

Emergency Management Ontario. Emergency Management Ontario (EMO) is involved 

in all First Nations evacuations in Ontario, as per its agreement with Indigenous Services 

Canada, as well as through its role outlined in the JEMS standards. EMO’s role is to provide 

advice and assistance to host communities and to evacuated communities during an evacuation 

(P14, p. 1). In 2019, provincial emergency management was not particularly impacted by the 
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evacuations in Timmins and Northern Ontario. However, the organization contended with 

multiple hazard events, including the evacuation of two different First Nations at the same time 

and flooding in Southern Ontario. Due to the multiple hazard events and the fact that staff 

required time off after deployments, managers had to be deployed to the field as well (P14, p. 3). 

One important reflection was that evacuations have improved over the years: “…believe me we 

have made some major progress – just around [flight] manifests and how to send them to host 

communities, to explain host communities how it works, and so on” (P14, p. 1).  

Quickly evacuating at-risk communities posed another challenge during the wildfires. 

One flight was coordinated without the province’s knowledge, which was a surprise for a host 

community north of Timmins (P14, p. 3). There were also regulations to consider: 

Because we know pilots, especially flying all the way up north like 
that, they have a logbook that they have to follow. So, they can 
only fly so many hours and be on the ground so many hours also. 
So, that creates a problem sometimes when the plane shows up and 
they have to wait in a First Nations community for a couple of 
hours before people show up at the airport to fly out. That creates a 
problem too because most of the time they’ll only be able to do one 
flight instead of doing two or three that day. 

 
           (P14, p. 3) 
 
During the emergency evacuations of Pikangikum, some residents panicked and self-evacuated 

by boat and then by car. When they arrived in host communities, they did not necessarily 

register, making it difficult to determine where people were, which also complicated the 

allocation of accommodations. In some cases, the number of evacuees the host community 

received was double or triple the number they expected. Some host communities could not 

provide additional hotel rooms because hotels could not evict other guests (P14, p. 4).  

While EMO was unscathed, the participant expressed similar sentiments about the 

impacts the evacuations on regional services and staff, as well as the inadequacy of the finance 
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department at DISC for reimbursing host communities. The participant noted that the two 

wildfire evacuations put strain on host communities’ social services, as it was a larger number of 

evacuees (P14, p. 5). Due to the number of evacuations in spring and summer 2019, one of the 

host communities along the Highway 11 corridor turned down a group of evacuees in the fall: 

“They were ready to host and then the hospital said, ‘No’ because the staff weren’t prepared for 

it because they were still exhausted from Pikangikum and some of them are still on sick leave. 

Same on the OPP side and their Provincial Liaison team” (P14, p. 8). There remains a need to 

consider how evacuations impact health systems and police services. 

Interview Findings – Recommended Improvements 
 

The following section outlines potential improvements shared by participants for future 

hosting. The improvements are in different stages of development – some are ideas, and some 

are integrated into future operations. The feasibility of improvements depends on staffing, 

funding, and interorganizational collaboration. While these improvements are specific to 

Timmins and the Highway 11 corridor, they could inspire other communities looking to refine 

their plans or prepare for their first hosting experience. 

The first hotel shared that they would like to improve evacuees’ experience by improving 

their internet service and providing on-site laundry facilities (P1, pp. 13, 9). The second hotel’s 

suggested improvements related to community liaisons and meal service. The participant 

suggested that hiring Indigenous community liaisons from outside the community could help 

with enforcement of rules laid out by Chief and Council and general safety (P2, p. 5). As 

community liaisons are an essential part of the JEMS standards, this suggested improvement may 

not be implementable. The other suggestion was a possible leniency of 15 to 30 meals per day to 

accommodate members of the evacuated community staying in other hotels (P2, p. 7).  
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The insurance broker indicated it would be beneficial to meet with the hotels to learn 

about what damage reduction strategies have worked along the Highway 11 corridor. The 

insurance company also wants to educate hotels about simple prevention strategies, such as 

zippered mattress covers and daily cleaning, to help reduce overall damage and need for 

replacement furniture (P4, p. 4 - 5). The insurance company has also discussed the creation of a 

standard document for insurance-related procedures in partnership with the Department of 

Indigenous Services Canada to help new hotels participate and reduce billing issues (P4, p. 6). 

The CAO discussed three areas for improvement: the city’s strategy, provincial supports, 

and the overall strategy. By November 2019, the City of Timmins had developed an Indigenous 

Peoples Framework. The strategy has three pillars: Addressing Human Needs, Delivering the 

Calls to Action, and Establishing Economic Alliances. The “Human Needs” pillar includes 

evacuation and support for facilities and services for evacuees. The city wants to provide for 

health, social, and legal needs (P5, p. 2). The city expressed that further provincial staffing 

support through seconded staff would be of great assistance to the physical, mental health and 

social needs of evacuees (P5, p. 10). The city also felt that a “nimbler” approach was necessary 

for such a complex problem and that if funding and jurisdictional issues continue, the province 

will not be able to deal with larger or simultaneous evacuations (P5, p. 11). 

The regional public health unit indicated they had internal improvements underway to 

assist with future evacuations. The first was the creation of public health specific checklists for 

inspecting food premises at hotels or evacuation centres. They have created an evacuation 

chapter for their health unit emergency management plan. They have also drafted an evacuation 

centre document based on the Sphere Standards, which are humanitarian standards (P10, p. 7 – 
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8). Finally, the health unit indicated a desire to showcase what they could offer evacuees through 

a short presentation in advance of holding an outreach booth (P10, p. 10). 

The EMS participants indicated several improvements for working with evacuees in the 

host community, as well as improving cost recovery. They indicated that community 

paramedicine could be something they provide for non-routine evacuations with advanced notice 

and funding. Community paramedicine could provide wellness checks and allow for the early 

identification of health care needs (P11, p. 2). They realized they could make community 

paramedicine clinics more approachable by sending paramedics in plain clothes to reduce the 

barrier to evacuees (P11, p. 9). As for cost recovery, they will bill the Highway 11 municipalities 

for additional costs in the future, including an administrative fee to cover preparation and 

debriefing of paramedics, staff wellbeing, and training (P11, p. 8).   

Like other health services, the LHIN participant agreed that outreach efforts could be 

improved through an initiative like a health fair because it would create an opportunity to have 

nurses on site to connect with any people who require home care services (P12, pp. 7 – 8). The 

participant also indicated that staff could benefit from education about how to best care for 

people from First Nations communities, as they rarely work with these communities due to 

jurisdictional boundaries. Beyond education, the ability to discuss how to best provide care with 

community leadership would be beneficial (P12, p. 3). The participant also expressed that they 

need better demographic information to prepare (P12, p. 12). 

The Indigenous Child Welfare agency provided improvements for host community 

planning. The participants stressed that Indigenous child wellbeing must be envisioned as a 

service for evacuees from the outset of any host community plan (P13, pp. 7 – 8). Their input 

also revealed the need for some improvements around security services, as the security team 
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needs a better understanding of the history of Indigenous child welfare in Canada and needs to be 

aware of how their actions can undermine the relationships built by host community partners 

(P13, p. 5). The agency also expressed the need to find a solution for childcare needs during 

evacuations, as the lack of childcare services left families in a position where children could be 

taken into care. Provision of childcare could assist parents and guardians with getting simple 

tasks done, such as picking up supplies or going shopping without having to bring children along 

(P13, p. 14). Activities were an effective way to supervise large groups of children while keeping 

them safe. One of the participants suggested more land-based activities, but with the 

understanding that activities need to respond to community interests and not every community 

will want land-based activities (P13, p. 15). 

Another improvement for the agency would be to have more Indigenous community 

partners involved. As the agency was balancing working with the evacuated communities and 

their case load, they would like other Indigenous agencies to lead activities. However, they were 

aware of the funding and staffing constraints faced by their Indigenous service partners (P13, p. 

16). A translation service would also be helpful for the agency so that they can understand and 

record every family’s circumstances accurately (P13, p. 13). Lastly, the agency would benefit 

from better provincial support in the form of seconded staff from other Indigenous child 

wellbeing agencies, as well as increased funding (P13, p. 22). 

The participant from Emergency Management Ontario (EMO) shared improvements that 

were underway and further considerations for host communities. By December 2019, a host 

community cost recovery and host community capacity building working group had been 

created. The idea behind these groups was to improve the timeliness of reimbursements from 

DISC and to encourage more communities to act as host communities in order to achieve 
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Ontario’s goal of 10,000 beds for evacuees (P14, p. 6). The participant stressed that DISC should 

dedicate a team for reimbursements because of the large sums of money and the number of host 

communities involved (P14, p. 7). The participant also indicated that the JEMS standards 

evacuation document needed to be revised and simplified to make it more usable. A condensed 

version of the JEMS document would also be helpful for First Nations communities that 

suddenly need to evacuate. The condensed version would provide evacuating and host 

communities with relevant checklists (P14, p. 7). Finally, the participant encouraged host 

communities to hire staff to help, as it is a way to reduce burn out and continue annual hosting. 

They remarked that DISC will cover costs if there is a justification (P14, p. 8). 

The participant from Wawatay and NAPS suggested that communications for evacuees 

could be improved using Wawatay Radio, as they make content in First Nation languages (P15, 

p. 11). The participant indicated that local First Nations organizations need to be brought into 

planning sessions during hazard seasons, as their voices were missing (P15, p. 5). They 

encouraged an annual update of First Nation community profiles to help with planning for 

services each evacuated community may require. The participant also encouraged those involved 

in evacuations to read recommendations from studies and commissions conducted in surrounding 

First Nation communities (P15, p. 11).  

An improvement that was raised in several interviews was related to the food provided to 

the guests in Timmins and other host communities. Participants felt that food could be improved 

in two ways: adding more traditional foods and foods that are commonly available in home 

communities (P13, p. 13; P12, pp. 4 - 5). The Timmins Evacuation Group indicated it started 

implementing that change as it received more feedback (P6, p. 4).  
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There were many improvements put forward relevant to Timmins and other host 

communities. While the ideas are invaluable, their implementation will depend on community 

feedback, funding, staff, and follow through. Improvements will be possible through cooperation 

and support from planners and funders who need to remember that many of the supports and 

services offered to evacuees are interdependent. 

This chapter presented the documentary and interview findings undertaken to inform this 

research. The review of legislation and standards clarified the key roles and responsibilities of 

evacuated and host communities, as well as where interjurisdictional collaboration is critical. The 

interview participants discussed the services they offered, the positive and negative impacts of 

hosting evacuees, and some of the challenges they faced during the first and second evacuations. 

Some partners in hosting offered potential improvements for future host community plans and 

working with First Nations evacuees. The next chapter discusses key interview findings, as well 

as interjurisdictional complexities of hosting First Nation evacuees in Ontario.  
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Chapter 5 - Discussion 

The findings related to Ontarian evacuation standards, the Timmins hosting model, 

impacts and challenges for hosting partners, and potential improvements reveal numerous 

complexities faced by host communities in Ontario, as well as considerations for future 

evacuations. The Timmins hosting model was an effective strategy. Traditionally, host 

communities have used municipal staff to coordinate hosting activities, but it can put stress on 

municipal functions and attention may be divided. Since Timmins used a third-party partner 

familiar with local and regional services, it created additional capacity to host evacuees. This 

allowed municipal staff to focus on their usual responsibilities, including municipal emergency 

management. The group also interfaced with agencies, services, and provincial and federal 

partners, which would have been undertaken by municipal staff in a “traditional” host model. By 

managing finances, the group also relieved pressure on the city’s treasury. 

Services and Supports for Evacuees in Timmins 
 
 The Timmins Evacuation Group provided for all the considerations in the JEMS 

standards through collaboration with hosting partners. The interviews indicated that Timmins 

provided registration, comprehensive food services, hotel accommodations, security, translators, 

recreation activities, education, access to health and mental health care, home care, child 

wellbeing supports, communications to partners and the evacuated community, public transport, 

family reunification, and personal care supplies. The Timmins Evacuation Group also asked the 

Department of Indigenous Services Canada to approve additional supplies and supports 

requested by evacuated communities. The Timmins Evacuation Group responded to First 

Nations’ preferences around substances and foot patrol. While evidence of a high level of service 

provision was apparent, the impacts and challenges shared highlighted where some of these 
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services and supports were lacking, as well as insights into why they were inadequate. The 

Timmins Evacuation Group also indicated that while they offered certain services, they were not 

always attractive to evacuees (e.g., some communities are not interested in land-based activities) 

and participation dwindled over time (P6, p. 4). As specialized provincial teams were not 

available, the group could not provide sufficient crisis supports during the second evacuation. 

Impacts 
 

Differing impacts for businesses and service providers were to be expected while hosting 

many evacuated people for an unknown length of time. Negative impacts on businesses and 

services largely depended on the needs of the groups of evacuees, which were better understood 

during the initial planned evacuation. Based on the interviews with the hotels, insurance 

company and security company, all evacuations had positive impacts on their bookings, 

increased business, and provided employment for those who wanted to work. One of the hotels 

also worked with caterers, which was a positive outcome for participating caterers. The negative 

impacts were moderate for hotels, as they had to hire extra staff, there was staff overtime, they 

turned down bookings, and cleaning and repairs were still underway in November 2019. 

Municipal services experienced minimal negative impacts (e.g., Timmins Transit, 

Timmins Police Services, and Timmins Fire Services) during the evacuations, including the 

second evacuation. There were calls, but nothing exceeded the municipal services’ capacities and 

only some staff accrued overtime hours. Although, the City of Timmins noted its frustration with 

the promise of advanced funding arriving late and the length of time it was required to assume 

large costs. Provincial emergency management was also not particularly impacted by the 

evacuations despite contending with multiple hazard events across the province.  
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Certain regional services experienced moderate to significant impacts. Indigenous Child 

and Family Services was quite impacted in Timmins and other host communities because staff 

were on-call and juggling evacuees' needs with existing case loads and regulatory constraints. 

Emergency Medical Services in Timmins were not terribly impacted because they had adequate 

staff who were familiar with substance use. However, they still expressed that evacuees’ unmet 

health needs put additional pressure on their services and the health care system. Nevertheless, 

they expressed they were more negatively impacted in other host communities. The public health 

unit and Local Health Integration Network did not face the same difficulties because they 

provide services that do not address acute crises. They are also accustomed to their roles in the 

annual James Bay Coast flood evacuations to Highway 11 corridor. Timmins fared better than 

other host communities because regional services are in Timmins. However, it remains necessary 

to understand the impact of evacuations on the regional health care system. 

Shared Challenges 
 
 The challenges outlined by each interviewee varied depending on the group of evacuees 

they worked with, and the services required. While services responded to changing needs, the 

interconnection between underlying issues and lack of external support meant available services 

were not sufficient to meet complex needs. A common theme that arose in interviews was how 

difficult it was to prepare for back-to-back evacuations with little lead time. While the initial 

precautionary evacuation of residents from Kashechewan had been planned, the second and third 

evacuation were somewhat unexpected, as they were emergency evacuations. With days to 

prepare to receive evacuees, it was difficult to ensure all necessary partners were at the planning 

table. Another reason it was difficult to prepare was the lack of community profiles provided to 

the partners in hosting. Thus, the host community learned about the vulnerabilities, needs, and 



HOSTING WITH HUMILITY 

94 
 

cultures of evacuees in real time. It is clear from Timmins’ experiences that planning and 

preparation for precautionary and emergency evacuations is vastly different, and an adaptable 

plan is necessary for meeting needs that arise and evolve. Evacuees’ needs can also be quite 

distinct depending on which flights land in a host community. For instance, the initial group to 

evacuate from a community may require more supports than a group that leaves during the 

second stage of evacuations, as the first group may require more medical attention, be younger in 

age, or not include leaders who need to stay behind and support evacuation efforts. 

Another common challenge was that regional host communities are clustered along the 

same corridor and depend on the same services. Highway 11 corridor host communities often 

hosted evacuees simultaneously. While some host communities had regional service staff or 

satellite offices, services like public health or Indigenous Child and Family Services needed to 

send staff to other communities. Regional services did their utmost to respond to requests, but it 

was noted that it was difficult to balance the needs of evacuees with the needs of existing clients. 

While stresses could have been offset by specialized provincial teams, those teams were not 

activated. 

Substance use was also a challenge for businesses and service providers. However, the 

community advisor noted that the host community was somewhat unaware of the opioid 

dependences that exist in First Nation communities (P15, p. 2). Opioid dependence is an issue for 

many First Nations communities in Northern Ontario. Some communities have reported a 

prevalence of prescription opioid use ranging from 35 – 50% (Kanate et al., 2015). Evacuated 

communities may have different approaches to substance use, which could include various forms 

of harm reduction. Their desired supports may differ based on what the community considers 

appropriate. For instance, evacuated groups did not want alcohol in the hotels. Additionally, one 
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of the evacuated communities set up a program for dispensing medication and replacement 

therapies while staying in one of the hotels, along with authorized bag checks (P1, p. 6). 

The Ministry of Health and Long-term Care (MOHLTC) created a fact sheet to ensure 

continuity of community based Suboxone programs during evacuations, which gives oversight 

for continuity of care to the Local Health Integration Network (LHIN). The LHIN must 

collaborate with the ministry, host community staff, public health unit, and local health partners. 

As Suboxone cannot be transferred between pharmacies, local physicians need to write a new 

prescription and fax them to a pharmacy, whose claims are submitted to the Non-Insured Health 

Benefit program (Ministry of Health and Long-term Care, 2016). The fact sheet from MOHLTC 

indicates that host community pharmacies may not have Suboxone on hand. An agent may be 

appointed to administer medication on site and maintain relevant documentation. A support 

worker may also be necessary to provide psychosocial care to those participating in the program. 

While this is a useful guide, the series of health considerations fact sheets do not provide details 

about how to support those experiencing acute mental health crises and substance use. It is up to 

local health providers to accept clients (Ministry of Health and Long-term Care, 2016). 

While there was some support from the Crisis Network in Timmins, the available mental 

health support was inadequate, and the province could not provide a feasible solution. However, 

other participants noticed issues were compounded by one of the hotel’s proximity to Walmart, 

drug dealers, and evacuees growing restlessness due to prolonged evacuations. It is difficult to 

know what contributed to substance use and mental health difficulties without speaking to 

communities, but research around the re-traumatization that can occur during evacuations 

provides some clarity, as evacuations can remind Survivors of residential school and child 

welfare experiences (SCINA, 2018; Poole, 2019; Verhaeghe, Stacey, & Feltes, 2019). The 
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underlying conditions of many Northern First Nations communities undoubtedly contribute to 

challenges in host communities, as on-reserve primary care, resources, infrastructure, and 

services are inadequate for growing populations. In fact, a hotel and some of the service 

providers expressed that it was difficult for some evacuees to trust running water, as access to 

clean drinking water remains an issue in Pikangikum (Water Canada, 2011; APTN, 2018). 

Another common challenge was the language barrier that emerged when the hosting 

partners learned that the second group spoke Ojibwa after the group of evacuees arrived. While 

this was somewhat offset by the assistance of bilingual evacuees and elders from Manitoulin 

Island, there was never adequate language support for the evacuees. The support from the 

language carriers from Manitoulin Island was facilitated by the community advisor from 

Wawatay Radio and Nishnawbe Aski Police Services, not provincial ministries, or the 

Department of Indigenous Services Canada. The experience of Indigenous Child and Family 

Services also underlined how not being able to communicate with people experiencing a crisis 

can make it difficult to learn their experiences and determine what kind of supports they require. 

Child welfare was a complex challenge for many partners because the lead agency was 

not at the initial planning table, and Timmins did not expect so many children to arrive during 

the second evacuation. During that evacuation, familial support systems were scattered between 

different host communities and provinces. While this occurred in part because of the way 

vulnerable groups are evacuated, the lack of host communities in Ontario meant that not all 

families could be reunited due to provincial boundary restrictions. Not having child wellbeing at 

the planning table during the first two evacuations also resulted in prevention programs not being 

in place to ensure families would not be in a situation where their children could potentially be 

taken into care. The agency also did not always receive information it required to fulfill its 
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functions, such as which families already received supports in their home communities. The 

agency also faced the challenge of not having enough local foster parents available and the foster 

parents did not speak Ojibwa. Ministry limitations on the number of children that can stay with a 

foster family meant that children could possible be placed in group homes or sent to other 

regions, which is not an ideal practice for children and families. Overall, staff from the agency 

felt that the Ministry of Children, Community and Social Services were unsympathetic to the 

situation, insisting that strict reporting requirements needed to be maintained. 

 Another consistent theme in the interviews was that regional agencies were already 

understaffed and underfunded before the evacuations. This was more apparent when talking to 

Indigenous Child and Family Services. If a service has trouble providing baseline services, the 

additional pressure of evacuees with complex needs may detract from their ability to support 

their day-to-day clients. The underfunding and understaffing of services put evacuees in a 

situation akin to what Dr. Paul Farmer calls “socialization for scarcity on behalf of others.” The 

agencies and the evacuees ended up being in an either-or scenario, where they never have what is 

needed for comprehensive service provision (Farmer, 2013; Powell, 2018). Scarcity is a policy 

that contributes to vulnerability and unintended harms. While policy makers have the power and 

resources to make more effective choices or policies, it is a delicate scenario where 

considerations of feasibility and cost effectiveness could outweigh peoples’ needs (Powell, 

2018). The added pressure on service providers supporting multiple host communities without 

external supports underline a provincial scarcity as well.  

This was more deeply evidenced in the First Nations communities that evacuated. The 

service providers who assisted evacuees with physical and mental health needs noted that the 

dearth of services in home communities put pressure on host community service providers. The 
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service providers agreed that they had to respond to evacuees’ needs while evacuees had access 

to services that are not readily available in their home communities. If First Nations’ citizens’ 

needs were better met where they lived, it would reduce the challenges faced by host 

communities and likely the challenges faced by evacuees in host communities. 

 Finally, a challenge for a few hosting partners was cost recovery. Some absorbed related 

costs, and some intend to charge for services in the future. Through the interviews it became 

apparent that there had been confusion about what could be submitted to the Timmins 

Evacuation Group for reimbursement and that eligible costs needed be better communicated. 

However, regional services also expressed they do not always have the budget to hire additional 

staff to track hours and complete invoicing, illustrating underlying scarcity. Issues with delivery 

of advanced funding and reimbursement were also frustrating for the local government, which 

speaks to a lack of federal staff and resources to process financial reimbursements. 

Contributions to the Body of Knowledge 
 

This thesis explored hosting capacity and services and supports offered to three distinct 

groups of First Nations evacuees in a single host community in Ontario. It advances existing 

scholarly research and further documents First Nation evacuation and host community 

experiences in Canada. The findings add to the body of knowledge on the high frequency of 

hazard events that result in First Nations evacuations. They also highlight the on-going need to 

communicate host community roles and responsibilities and that continuous collaborative efforts 

are required to improve policies and practices that have contributed to negative experiences for 

First Nation evacuees hosted in non-Indigenous communities (Epp et al., 1998; Obonsawin, 

2009; Beverly & Bothwell, 2011; Scharbach & Waldram, 2016; Sharp & Krebs, 2018; Asfaw et 

al., 2019; Christianson et al., 2019; McGee et al., 2019; Poole, 2019; Verhaeghe et al., 2019).  
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The interview data presented in Chapter 4 on the impacts and challenges faced by the 

host community is the first time a comprehensive overview of host community partners and 

services for First Nations evacuees in Ontario has been documented in an academic thesis from 

the perspective of a host community. The overview also adds to the understanding of host 

community services in the wider Canadian context (Rozdilsky & Mamuji, 2017). The challenges 

faced by hosting partners in and around Timmins underline the importance of establishing 

relationships between hosting partners before evacuees arrive, the interdependences between 

services that are magnified by cascading demands, and the potential need to temporarily modify 

regulations to accommodate evacuees (Spearing & Faust, 2020). 

While the perspectives shared through the thesis are those of hosting partners, they also 

shed some light on the First Nations evacuees’ experiences in the host community. The 

experiences participants shared highlight similar constraints related to adequate and appropriate 

care and supports for First Nations evacuees as previous research, including inadequate 

language, physical and mental health services, and substance use supports (Scharbach, 2014; 

Asfaw, 2018; Verhaeghe et al., 2019). Additionally, this thesis documents examples of harm to 

Indigenous child wellbeing caused by emergency evacuations, but in the host community context 

(Verhaeghe et al., 2019, SCINA, 2018). The need for improved cultural competency, which has 

been underlined in several previous studies, was also expressed by hosting partners for their own 

staff and for services that unintentionally undermined relationship building efforts with evacuees 

(Epp at al., 1998; Scharbach & Waldram, 2016; Asfaw, 2018; Sharp & Krebs, 2018). 

This research also illuminates how some supports outlined in provincial standards were 

not made available to a host community that requested them. It was clear that the host 

community was aware of a spectrum of vulnerabilities and willing to provide for evacuees’ 
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needs, but the host community was dependent on other jurisdictions for specialized services that 

were already constrained and were shared between multiple host communities. The research 

highlighted the similarity between what occurred in in 2019 and the concept of “socialization for 

scarcity on behalf of others,” as services did not have what was required to provide adequate care 

for evacuees because they were underfunded and understaffed (Farmer, 2013; Powell, 2018). 

Furthermore, the service providers who attempted to address acute vulnerabilities realized that 

the inadequate services available to First Nations residents in their home communities have a 

direct impact on host community services, whose staff are not in the position to ameliorate the 

circumstances in home communities but have an obligation to provide temporary care. 

The host community and hosting partners’ experiences and desired improvements have a 

number of implications for policy and practice at the host community and provincial levels of 

emergency management, including recommendations for Emergency Management Ontario, the 

Ministry of Health, and the Ministry of Children, Community and Social Services, particularly 

regarding the existing JEMS standards. While the standards are carefully laid out for 

evacuating First Nations and host communities, the experiences in Timmins in 2019 demonstrate 

the on-the-ground gaps that exist when a host community provides supports to evacuated First 

Nations, including language, mental health, and substance use supports. There was also a notable 

difficulty in responding to child welfare needs stemming from a lack of familiarity with the 

evacuating communities and few pre-existing lines of communication between Indigenous Child 

and Family Services providers across service areas. The thesis participants also shared feedback 

on funding issues, including the need for improved communications between hosting partners 

regarding eligible expenses for reimbursement. The host community faced its own funding 

difficulties by assuming large costs for prolonged periods, which demonstrated the 
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on-going need to address the delay in advanced funding and final payment at the federal level. 

The comparative nature of study highlights the important differences between planning 

for and welcoming First Nations evacuees during a precautionary and routine evacuation as 

opposed to an emergency evacuation. The comparison between the first and second evacuations 

underscore the need for a host community to possess a deeper understanding of unfamiliar 

evacuating communities, including receiving community profiles from partners who can provide 

them. This also underlines the need to build and maintain relationships between host 

communities and organizations that support the First Nations communities in Northern Ontario. 

The 2019 Timmins host community experiences illustrate the need for further research 

around evacuations and the following areas: Indigenous child wellbeing, substance use supports, 

the complexities of navigating interjurisdictional boundaries (including interprovincial 

evacuations), the staffing and resourcing of regional service providers supporting multiple host 

communities, and how emergency management funding and capacity building could reduce or 

avert evacuations of First Nations not wanting to evacuate. Finally, this thesis places the 

experience of First Nations evacuees and a host community within the context of settler 

colonialism, as well as treaty relationships and First Nation territories in Northern Ontario. It also 

highlights the complexity of who is the guest and who is the host, and what these roles entail, 

which is an area requiring input from the First Nation communities. 
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Chapter 6 – Conclusion, Recommendations, and Lessons for Host Communities 

This research underlines that every evacuation is unique, consultation and consent are 

key, building trust and relationships is a necessary process that must be periodically renewed, 

asking respectful questions instead of making presumptions is important, and understanding 

unfamiliar contexts and other worldviews is essential in emergency management. While Ontario 

continues to build its host community capacity for First Nations evacuating during precautionary 

and emergency evacuations, Timmins can offer several lessons to existing and future host 

communities in the province and beyond. In 2019, the Timmins Evacuation Group managed host 

community operations for three groups of evacuees from separate communities and distinct 

cultures. The first evacuation was planned and more familiar for the evacuated community due to 

their long history of evacuating during the spring freshet. The second evacuation was an 

emergency evacuation and the first time residents evacuated from Pikangikum due to a wildfire. 

The second evacuation was a relatively challenging hosting experience due to the large number 

of vulnerabilities experienced in the First Nation community. The third evacuation was the 

second time Keewaywin had evacuated due to a wildfire, and participants expressed the hosting 

experience was positive and uneventful. Negative impacts due to the earlier evacuations were felt 

most by certain regional service providers, as host communities in Northeastern Ontario are 

located along the same service coordinator. However, the impacts shared by other hosting 

partners indicated the significant time, staff, and collaboration required for supporting evacuees. 

Additionally, the evacuations brought about positive impacts for businesses contracting to assist 

with hosting. The challenges experienced by hosting partners from all jurisdictions included 

back-to-back evacuations, language barriers, lack of community profiles, substance use and 

inadequate mental health supports, assumption of large costs, and a lack of support from 
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departments who could have deployed specialized supports. Participants noted that 

improvements to the community liaison model, meal service leniencies, hotel damage reduction, 

familiarity with evacuating community profiles, increased external support, communication and 

outreach to evacuees, increased childcare and child welfare capacities, advanced funding, and 

faster reimbursements would be beneficial. 

The case of Timmins revealed that a potential barrier to hosting is under resourced and 

understaffed regional social services on the Highway 11 corridor where many host communities 

are located. It also demonstrated that unmet needs in home communities put a further strain on 

host community services and that the federal government must meet First Nations’ needs where 

people live. While host community capacity building in Ontario is vital, it is equally important 

that investments be made in emergency management in Indigenous communities to mitigate 

hazards and prevent needless evacuations. There are times when evacuations will be the only 

option, but communities should not evacuate needlessly, as it disrupts their lives for weeks.  

There is a need to conduct more research about host communities in Ontario and in other 

provinces and territories to better understand how host communities and evacuees are affected, 

and what lessons can be shared between host communities. Timmins’ experiences demonstrated 

that the multilayered system intended to support First Nations evacuees and host communities is 

inadequate for three back-to-back evacuations. The current system is not prepared for the 

increased number of evacuations that could result from environmental degradation and 

unpredictable weather events. While incremental improvements will undoubtedly occur in the 

realms of emergency management policy and practice, a systematic review of current services 

and practices, roles and responsibilities, consultation efforts, and needed improvements is 

required at the provincial and federal levels. 
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There also remains a need to address the lack of reconciliation efforts in emergency 

management, as well as the lack of inclusion of Indigenous histories, experiences, perspectives, 

and participation in emergency management. Other sectors were implored to reflect on their 

complicity in colonialism and genocide and encouraged to act by the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission’s 94 Calls to Action, but there has not been an equivalent for emergency 

management beyond education for public servants. There is a legislative and moral responsibility 

for settler communities to host First Nation evacuees – it could be argued that it is part of the 

treaty relationship. However, hosting must be accompanied by funding and training for 

Indigenous communities to undertake their own emergency management activities. Host 

community capacity building cannot supplant ensuring Indigenous peoples have the resources 

and skills to take care of themselves at home. Emergency management should contribute to well-

being, not just survival. Numerous recommendations exist in reports, community studies, and the 

experiences First Nations evacuees have shared with media, policy makers, and researchers. 

Lessons for Other Host Communities 
 
 While the 2019 Timmins’ hosting experiences are indicative of a certain context, 

Timmins can offer lessons to other host communities. The first is that there are benefits and 

drawbacks to hosting. Hosting is pro-social behaviour; it is gratifying to help neighbours. In the 

case of First Nations, host communities are returning the favour of being hosted year-round. It is 

also a way to build relationships with neighbouring communities and model leadership. There is 

an economic benefit for hotels that may be felt by caterers, security, and insurance. In Ontario, 

DISC provides a financial incentive, which can pay for municipal needs.   

At the same time, there are drawbacks to hosting, as it is a large responsibility that 

involves navigating interjurisdictional complexities. Hosting can put a strain on services, if 
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adequate preparations are not undertaken, crisis supports are not readily available, or certain 

services are not at the planning table. Some municipal residents may also not approve of hosting 

evacuees, due to fears of social disorder or concerns that hosting will impact local services. They 

may also not approve because community facilities may be temporarily used for hosting and 

events will be cancelled. There could also be service costs if evacuees do not return home. 

 While it is difficult to determine what qualities make an ideal host community, interviews 

revealed some direction. It seemed that small to medium-sized cities that can house many people 

without putting strain on local services fare better than smaller communities. A potentially 

successful host community is one with a wealth of available hotel rooms that can be used for a 

number of weeks, as it is difficult to foresee how long a hazard will last. A host community 

would also benefit from having access to regional services. If the community is far from a 

service hub, it may take time for responders to arrive. There is also a benefit to hosting evacuees 

in a community that is not too different from where evacuees are coming from, which has been 

shown in previous research (Scharbach, 2014; Mottershead, 2017). For instance, a familiar city 

closer to home would be better than a big city. Research has also shown that keeping people on 

their territories or hosting them in another First Nation may be preferable (McGee at al., 2019; 

Poole, 2019). Other key considerations for aspiring or existing host communities include: 

• Beds are a fraction of hosting. It is important to ensure services are provided; 
• Every evacuation is unique and planned and unplanned evacuations are distinct;  
• Ask and consult about evacuees’ needs. Good intentions are not enough;  
• Resource childcare and child wellbeing, harm reduction, and psychosocial care;  
• Bolster regional service capacities to ensure evacuees do not lack supports;  
• Planning between all partners in hosting minimizes impacts for every service;  
• Host communities should not hesitate to request funding to hire staff to assist;  
• Offer Indigenous-settler relations history and cultural safety training to staff; 
• Truth-telling, reflection, and accountability improves hosting plans and practices. 
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Appendices 

Appendix I: Informed Consent 
 
Informed Consent Form for “Host Community Wildfire Evacuation Experience Project” 
 
Researcher 

Maia Foster maiadfoster@gmail.com; 6479185018 

There is a growing body of knowledge in Canada about evacuees’ experiences and what can be 
modified to improve their experiences. However, there is a lack of information about how host 
communities experience evacuations, including how local services and businesses are impacted. 
It is hoped that this research can shed light on what host communities require to host evacuees 
after the (name of fire) evacuation in (year), and that the results inform future hosting plans. 
 
This research aims to learn from local officials, responders, and business partners in the (name of 
town/city) community using survey and interview methods. The project is led by me, Maia 
Foster, a Royal Roads University Master of Arts in Disaster and Emergency Management 
candidate. Royal Roads University is in British Columbia and I am a distance learner located in 
Toronto, Ontario.   
 
Your Participation 
If you agree to participate in the Host Community Wildfire Evacuation Experience Project, you 
will be involved in a short informal pre-interview, followed by a recorded semi-structured 60 – 
90-minute interview in September or October 2019. The interviews can be conducted in person 
during the week of (date range), or via teleconference or videoconference platforms. If you are 
interested, a closing session will also be held to determine how to best disseminate results and 
advocate for community resources in the future. Questions include: What occurred during the 
wildfire evacuation? How did the evacuation impact your community and operations? How did 
your hosting experience inform future evacuee hosting plans in your community? 
 
Please note, if you are unsure about participating, you may contact me for further clarification.  
 
Confidentiality  
Interview conversations will be recorded, and portions of the conservations may be transcribed. 
Transcripts can be made available to you upon request. All transcripts will be made confidential 
through the use of code numbers, and your confidentiality will be maintained in perpetuity. 
Recordings and data will be retained by me, Maia Foster, indefinitely, and kept on a password 
protected external hard drive. The data collected during the project will be used for my master’s 
thesis and possible future academic publications. Results of the study will be published in the 
form of a thesis and will be available to the public on-line. It is hoped that results from this 
project will be presented at academic conferences in Canada as well. If you require a print copy 
of the final thesis, please contact me by email. 
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Any Foreseeable Harms or Benefits  
I do not believe that participation in this project will harm you in any way. I am unsure if the 
research will produce conclusive results, but it will allow you to share your experience, 
expertise, and opinions to inform Canadians and emergency managers about host community 
experiences. If you choose to participate in the subsequent conversation about dissemination of 
results, you will also have your views shared with decision makers outside of your community 
(e.g. Emergency Management Ontario or Public Safety Canada.) Please remember that you can 
withdraw from this project at any time and you can request that your interview and transcript be 
removed from the larger study until publication of the thesis in April 2020.  
 
Support Services  
you require local mental health support services, please contact (mental health organization) at 
(phone number) at (address). Additional resources can be found on the Canadian Mental Health 
Association website: https://cmha.ca/mental-health/finding-help.  
 
To verify the authenticity of this research, contact my thesis supervisor, Dr. Tara McGee at 
tmcgee@ualberta.ca. You will also be provided a copy of the signed consent form.  
 
CONSENT  
I, ___________________________, agree to participate in the Host Community Wildfire 
Evacuation Experience Project.  
 
I would like to participate in the following activities (please check applicable boxes):  

□ Pre-interview and full interview  
□ Preliminary results session (this will not be a confidential exercise, but participants will 

be confidential in the final publication) 
□ Knowledge sharing and next steps session (this will not be a confidential exercise, but 

participants will be confidential in the final publication) 
 

I, ____________________________, understand that interviews will be recorded and referred to 
in a way that protects my confidentiality in the final thesis publication.  
 
I have read and understood the consent form, or it was read to me. I am aware of the possible 
harms and benefits. I am freely participating in the project and I know that I can withdraw from 
the project at any time. Additionally, I have received a copy of this document in person, via 
email, or by post.  
 
______________________________              _______________________                                                   
Name                                                                                                   Date 
 
______________________________ 
Signature of researcher 

https://cmha.ca/mental-health/finding-help
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Appendix II: Interview Guide 
 

Host Community Wildfire Evacuation Experience Project: 
Interview Protocol for Local Emergency Management Officials and Responders 

 
 
What: This interview is part of a research project exploring impacts of past wildfire evacuations 
on host communities to inform future hosting capacities. I am interested in learning about what 
happened, how you community’s services and operation were impacted, as well as the factors 
that influenced your community’s ability to support evacuees. Recent publications have revealed 
that First Nations evacuees have faced difficulties during evacuations, including the splitting up 
of extended families/clans and a lack of culturally-relevant supports in host communities. Thus, I 
am also interested to know what you think your community requieres to better support First 
Nations and Métis evacuees, as they are implicated in almost one-third of wildfire evacuations. 
 
Why: My goal in talking to you is to better understand what is needed at the host community 
level to ensure continuity of services and support for evacuees.  
 
How: All answers are valid in helping me understand the experience and role in the evacuation. 
You can ask me questions, we can take breaks, and there are snacks and beverages available. 
This is just a casual and confidential conversation.   
 
Do Not Forget: 
 
Review the ethics and informed consent information (ensure you have collected the signed 
consent form, if not already in the envelope. If this is a phone call, ensure that you receive verbal 
consent and request a scanned form as well. 
 
Make sure the recording device works or the cellphone recording application is switched on 
(please test it). Make sure you have an extra battery and/or charger, and the tascam is turned on, 
but ensure it is not a distraction for the participant. 
 
Ensure each question leads to details about the lived experience. You can use a prompt such as:  

- Can you tell me more about that?  
- What do you mean by  ____? Can you explain further?  

 
If the question permits, ask for a specific example (e.g. What is a specific example of how you 
were aware you did not have adequate ____? So, you said that went really well – what about it 
went well?) 
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1. Getting to know the participant 
 

Focus: Learning about the individual (personal background, community involvement, role):  
 

Tell me about yourself 
 
Possible prompts:  

• Do you live in the ___ community? Are you from the ____ community? 
• Can you tell me about your role at ________? 
• What does your role entail?  
• Were you in the same role during the evacuation? What was your role during the 

evacuation? 
• Does evacuation support fall under your duties?  
• Does your role involve financial or organizational decision making?  
• Do you interact with the province/EMO as part of your role? 
• Do you support other staff?  

o How many? 
 

2. What occurred during the wildfire evacuation? 
 

Focus: Understanding the participants’ perceptions of the events of the evacuation 
 
 Can you tell me about what occurred during the evacuation?  
 
Possible prompts: 

• When did you learn you were going to host members of the (First Nations) community?  
o When did you learn about the wildfire situation (approximately)? 

• How was your organization impacted?  
• Did you feel prepared to act as a host community? 

o Why did you feel prepared/not prepared? (e.g. past experiences hosting vs. good 
plans) 

• Do you remember how many people you welcomed approximately? 
 

3a. How did the evacuation impact your community and operations?  

Focus: Understanding the participants’ perceptions around how services, organizations, and 
businesses were impacted: 
  

• How was your organization involved in evacuation? 
• How was your role impacted? 
• How were your staff impacted by the evacuation?  
• Did you note any challenges during the days and/or weeks you hosted the community?  

o Can you give a clear example of a challenge?  
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• What do you think was done well by your organization/community?  
o Can you give an example of when something went “well” in your opinion? 

• Did you feel like you had access to adequate resources?  
o Oh, no? What else was required? 

 
3b. Organizational evacuee hosting experience  

 
Focus: Continuity of operations 
 
 While you were supporting the evacuated community, were you able to continue daily 
operations at your organization? 
 
Possible prompts:  

• Can you provide an example of continuity and/or disruption?  
• How did staff react?  
• What the wider community accepting of the situation? 

o Oh, no? Was that challenging for your organization? 
 

3c. Helping evacuees return home 
 
Focus: Experience as evacuees left the community 
 

How did the return of members from the ________ community go?  
 
Possible prompts:  
 

• How long did it take for the entire community to return home?  
• What about the return home could have been improved for/by your organization?  

o Can you expand on that?  
• Would you modify anything about the return home process?  

 

4. How did your hosting experience inform future evacuee hosting plans in your 
community? 

Focus: Planning for future evacuations  
 
 What did you learn from the (year) experience that you think is important to 
incorporate in future hosting preparedness plans?  
 
Possible prompts:  
 

• What would improve hosting experiences? 
• How would you transmit that knowledge to future (organization name) staff?  
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• What would you require from different levels of government? 
• Would you change anything about shelters, provision of food, supplies, and support 

services?  
• How do you think future responders can ensure continuity of local services/operations? 
• What lessons would you share with another host community in Canada? 

 
Supplemental section: 
 

5. Working with First Nations evacuees 
 

• What kind of training would be beneficial to you and your colleagues to better work with 
First Nations evacuees?  

• Have you developed additional supports for Indigenous evacuees? 
 
Closing  
 
Before we end this interview, I would just like to give you a chance to add any further reflections 
or recount any related experiences. We discussed ______, ______, and ______.  
 
I would like to thank you for spending time with me and contributing to my understanding of 
host community experiences from the perspective of a local official/responder! If I have a 
question or two after I review your recording and/or transcript, would it be okay if I followed up 
with you? Do you prefer email or a phone call? Can I confirm your email/phone number with 
you right now?  
 
Would you be interested in participating in a session in the fall around dissemination of 
knowledge with the goal of informing EM bodies about host communities’ experiences? I can 
send you an email with an invitation and poll to determine the best date – you can still opt out.  
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List of Acronyms 

 
DISC Department of Indigenous Services Canada 
JEMS Joint Emergency Management Steering Committee Evacuation Service Level Standards 
LHIN Local Health Integration Network 
NAN Nisihnawbe Aski Nation 
PEOC Provincial Emergency Operation Centre 
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