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Wildfire 
evacuations in 
Canada

Source:  McGee, T.K., McFarlane, B.L. and Tymstra, C. (2015).  Wildfire:  A Canadian 

Perspective.  In Wildfire Hazards, Risks, and Disasters, Paton (ed.), Elsevier p. 51

Thousands of Canadians are evacuated from their homes every year due to wildfires – smoke and related health effects, and proximity to the fire.   Between 1980 and 2007, an average of 3590 evacuees per year.  Despite comprising only 4.3% of the Canadian population, almost 1/3 of wildfire evacuations between 1980 and 2007 involved Indigenous peoples.  In 2011, thousands of residents in 35 First Nations or Metis communities in Alberta, Saskatchewan and Ontario were evacuated for up to three weeks due to smoke, close proximity of the fire, and power outages due to wildfires.During a wildfire affecting a First Nation reserve, the provincial/territorial wildfire management agency provides information to the First Nation Chief and council about the potential threat to public safety, and Chief and Council may issue an evacuation order.  If an evacuation is ordered, many agencies are involved in helping to carry out the evacuation including the First Nation band council and other community members, federal government departments, provincial government departments, police, non-government organizations, and communities that host evacuees.



First Nations 
Wildfire 
Evacuation 
Partnership

 Researchers

 First Nations communities in Ontario, Saskatchewan and 
Alberta evacuated due to recent wildfires

 Agencies responsible for conducting or providing support 
during these evacuations

The research that I will be presenting today is part of the First Nations wildfire evacuation partnership, which is a partnership of researchers (myself, Amy Christianson, two graduate students), First Nation communities in AB, SK and ONT, and agencies involved in carrying out and providing support during wildfire evacuations and providing services to First Nations.  Only if requested:Communities:  AB:  Driftpile First Nation, Whitefish Lake First Nation, Dene Tha’ First Nation.SK:  Lac La Ronge Indian Band (Stanley Mission), Onion Lake First Nation.ONT:  Deer Lake First Nation, Sandy Lake First Nation & Mishkeegogamang First Nation. 12 Government & non-government agencies involved in conducting or providing support during evacuations in the three provinces & Federal government: Provincial: Alberta Emergency Management Agency, Alberta Agriculture and Forestry, Saskatchewan Environment, Saskatchewan Ministry of Health, Saskatchewan Ministry of Social Services, Saskatchewan Ministry of Government Relations, Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry, Emergency Management Ontario.Federal: Health Canada – First Nations & Inuit Health Branch; Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada (formerly AANDC) – Regional Emergency coordinators in Alberta, Saskatchewan and Ontario.Assembly of First NationsFirst Nations Emergency Services Society



Existing 
academic 
literature

 Research on negative impact of evacuations on health 
of evacuees.

 Research on how natural hazard evacuations have 
affected the health of Indigenous peoples.

 Research on how wildfire evacuations have affected 
the health and well-being of First Nations.

Prior to the start our research in 2013, several studies had examined how wildfires affect the health and well-being of evacuees – causing stress and anxiety during the evacuation process due to disruptions in daily routines, loss of control, uncertainty about personal safety and the safety of their homes, and proximity of danger.  A small group of researchers had completed research to  examine how the health of Indigenous peoples had been affected by natural hazard evacuations. Most of these studies examined evacuations of a few months’ duration or longer.  However very few studies have examined the impacts of the shorter-term (2-3 week, or 4 week) evacuation due to wildfires.  A researcher in Saskatchewan studied how community members from a fly-in First Nations community in Saskatchewan experienced disruption to well-being and distress when they were evacuated in 2011.     Today I will be presenting results of research that I completed with Mishkeegogamang First Nation in Ontario, with a focus on three questions:How was the evacuation carried out? What were the negative and positive impacts of the evacuation?What helped and hindered the evacuation? 



Mishkeegogamang 
First Nation 

Mishkeegogamang is located in the boreal forest of NW Ontario, and is divided into two reserves 63A and 63B.Mishkeegogamang is accessible year round by highway 599.  The nearest settlement is the township of Pickle Lake (population 425) located 33km to the north at the end of highway 599.  Pickle Lake is the home to the nearest grocery store for reserve residents (there is no grocery store on the reserve), an airport, and other services and a small number of stores.  The larger town of Sioux Lookout (population over 5000) is located ~230 km to the southwest and provides health services, grocery and other stores and services.Thunder Bay is 483 km south of Mish by road (6 ½ hours)The total registered population is 1857, with 1050 living on its two reserves and ~800 live off reserve on crown land or in other communities.Mishkeegogamang is an Ojibway Nation, with 74% of band members speaking Ojibway at home.    The population is young (typical of First Nations) with the median age 18.9 (2011) compared to 40 for the province of Ontario.Federal government survey data for 2011 indicates that the average total income for those age 15+ with an income was $19,840 compared to 42,264 for Ontario.  The unemployment rate is 55.6%.  Federal government statistics indicate that there were 125 private dwellings on the reserves in 2011, with 72% of these requiring major repairs.
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Research 
methods

 Meeting with Chief and Council 

 Semi-structured interviews
 28 residents

 youths, adults, elders

 People who had formal roles during the evacuation

 People who evacuated to the three host communities

 People who stayed elsewhere

 Residents who stayed behind or near the reserve

 Qualitative data analysis

The research stated in 2012 when I contacted Chief Connie Gray-McKay to discuss the wildfire evacuation partnership and identify if Mishkeegogamang might be interested in being involved.  I then met with Chief Connie Gray-McKay and councillors in September 2013 in the community to discuss the research project further.The following spring, in April 2014, I started fieldwork in Mish.  During the 3 weeks of fieldwork, I learned about residents’ wildfire evacuation experiences during interviews with 28 residents, including: youths, adults and elders, people who were involved in formal roles during the evacuation, community members who evacuated to the three designated host communities (Sioux Lookout, Ignace, and Geraldton) and some who stayed in other communities, andResidents who stayed behind or nearby on the reserve.I started initial data analysis during data collection, and then completed the detailed thematic analysis of the interview data after the interviews had been transcribed.  



The 
evacuation

 “Sometimes the main reserve would have no smoke and 10 houses 
would just be blanketed in the stuff.  There was a lot of worry 
about the elders and people in general breathing in the smoke 
every day.  That’s why it became so serious.”

 Through the radio, and people would call, telling us what’s going 
to happen.  People actually stopped by the house too.  Went by 
every house… [they said] there’ll be a bus here going around, 
gather all your stuff for at least a week they said.  At least we had 1 
day to prepare and everything.”

 “It [the trip to Ignace] was long! It was hard because some 
mothers left with nothing – they didn’t leave with no pampers, 
nothing.  They just got up and left… That was kind of hard though 
because there was babies crying on the bus.  It was hard and I 
don’t know if anybody had eaten supper… Ya they didn’t have stuff 
to eat all the way there – three hours.” 

For 1-2 weeks before the evacuation, participants were aware of the fire, with some participants able to see the fire from the reserve.  About a week later, smoke started going into the community and people’s homes.  Chief Connie Gray-McKay called for an evacuation after the wind changed direction which blew smoke and ash into the community.  The fire was about 15 km from the community and 30,000 hectares in size at the time the evacuation was called.    A small group of band council workers, Ministry of Natural Resources (and Forestry), and Chief Connie Gray-McKay stayed behind in the evacuation throughout the evacuation.The evacuation took place over 3 days.School buses were used to transport evacuees to the three host communities, though some evacuees took their own vehicle.The local radio station was used to provide information before and during the evacuation – about how the evacuation would take place and when buses would be going around the community to pick up residents.  The first evacuees to leave were those at high risk from smoke and other band members who took a bus or drove to Sioux Lookout, the nearest regional centre – at night or during the daytime.The second group, including many families with older children, left on the second day and were taken by bus to Ignace a few hours away.The third group were driven to Pickle Lake airport by bus and then flown to Geraldton on the third day.  In addition to the evacuees who went to the three towns, Some band members who were on the reserve ended up driving to other towns or staying in Pickle Lake or elsewhere nearby.  A few band members did not leave the reserve.Some band members were off the reserve when the evacuation was called and were not able to return once the road was barricaded.  The evacuation lasted for ~8-10 days.



Community 
leaders and 
other 
volunteers

 Some people needed medical attention or they forgot their pills.  
Oh that was hectic!  Trying to get people to the hospital… Kept 
going back and forth to the hospital, especially the ones that are 
on the medication, to get them their medication as soon as 
possible.”

 “There was no freedom.  You don’t feel like you’re free to do 
anything ‘cause you’re managing a whole bunch of people, 
different kind of issues.  It was pretty hard.  They we tried to talk 
to people, at least to listen, so nobody gets kicked out of the 
rooms.  It was just very stressful, tried to manage people that we 
had to look after.”

 “The last day myself I have to sleep in for a few hours just to 
regroup a little bit.  8 days of coordinating all the stuff and 
sometimes it gets overwhelming.  Tiring.”

The Ontario government’s Ontario Mass Evacuation Plan for the Far north indicates that evacuating communities should identify community evacuation liaisons for each host community.In Mish, there were designated community leaders in each of the three host communities.  The community leaders had many roles during the evacuation, including:Attending a meeting each morning to learn about the fire situation on the reserves and elsewhere in Northern Ontario.  Answering evacuees’ questions and providing support to evacuees.Providing transportation to evacuees when needed (eg. For evacuees who needed to pick up medication).  Organized security to ensure the safety of evacuees.The community leaders who participated in my research recalled that their role was challenging and stressful.  In addition to providing information to and supporting evacuees, they also needed to make sure that no major problems occurred.  In addition to the community leaders, others also helped during the evacuation.     Nurses helped arrange medication for evacuees and provided other assistance.  In Geraldton, an Elder provided valuable advice and support to the community leader.  Other community members also volunteered to help during the evacuation to look after children, elders, provide security, housekeeping, cooking, and helping to keep the hotel area clean.  A band member also helped to organize benefit cheques so that evacuees would continue to receive their benefit payments while they were evacuated.



Evacuees in 
three host 
communities

• “All the pregnant… pre-natals and elderly had to go to the hotel.  
That’s where I went and stayed there.”

 “We all stayed in what looked like an arena, indoor rink… then 
there was a whole bunch of beds in there that we had to choose 
from.  I don’t know.  It was the rec centre I think.  It was nice 
though.  It was really nice in there.”

 “We’d go eat lunch and supper at the Legion.  The Sioux Lookout 
residents would cook food and stuff like that, so we’d all go.  
There’d be a bus that’d come pick us up and take us over there.”

 “They took us to the beach, they had the bus running every hour 
going to the beach, that kinda thing.  Taking kids to the beach, or 
BBQ at the mayor’s house, we went to a couple times anyway.  
And he had a nice beach, so that’s where the kids went swimming.  
And he was really nice.”

Accommodation:In Sioux Lookout, some evacuees first stayed in an arena for a couple of days (which was crowded and noisy) then were moved into hotel rooms.  In Ignace, evacuees stayed in rooms in hotels.  In Geraldton, evacuees stayed in an arena.Participants said that the food was good in the three communities.  In Sioux Lookout, evacuees were driven by bus to the Legion for meals ate at the hotel.  Evacuees in Ignace were given meal tickets that they could use in town or could eat at the hotel.  In Geraldton, evacuees were fed at the arena.  In addition to regular meals, the mayor in each of the three towns hosted BBQs for evacuees that were appreciated by participants.  Activities were also organized for evacuees staying in these three communities. In Sioux Lookout, evacuees could go to movies at a local theatre, horseback riding, play sports, go shopping, and go swimming at the hotel pool.  Activities in Ignace were provided at an Elders complex, and some children took their children to the beach.  In Geraldton, swimming and playing other sports were the main activities mentioned by participants.  Free clothing was also available at local thrift stores.  Evacuees could also go to the daily meeting that community leaders attended or look at information provided about the fire.  However some evacuees did not do any of these activities. 



Evacuees 
staying 
elsewhere

 “No money to buy food or anything.  And I got nothing to change 
[clothing] too because I just leave like that [points to clothing] 
because I just went for 2 days or 3 days.  I didn’t even have a 
change [of clothes], so I have nothing.  And I just found out my 
pills… I got no place to get it over there, and I run out, so I got all 
those kinds of problems when I was there.”

 “Some of them [living in the bush around Pickle Lake] didn’t know 
their family was evacuated! They didn’t find out until they tried to 
come back home and the taxi said we can’t take you back:”

Other communities:Some evacuees ended up in other communities such as Thunder Bay or Dryden several hours’ away – either because they drove there when they were told to evacuate, or because they were already there when the evacuation was ordered.They had to arrange for their own accommodation and meals.  These costs were reimbursed by the band, and in urgent circumstances arrangements were made to send money to evacuees during the evacuation.    There were no activities provided for evacuees who stayed in these other communities, and they had to obtain information from word of mouth or from family members staying in one of the host communities.Pickle Lake:A few elders from Mish who were living in Pickle Lake were evacuated due to smoke concerns, but the township of Pickle Lake did not evacuate.Some band members from the reserve went to Pickle Lake when they were invited to stay with family members.  Other band members who did not want to evacuate went north to Pickle Lake and stayed there.  There were also some band members who were living in the bush around Pickle Lake at the time of the evacuation.  A Pickle Lake resident recognized that these band members would not be able to return home once the evacuation had occurred, and organized food and accommodation for them at the Pickle Lake community hall.  The Community Hall was subsequently opened up from 6am until 11pm and meals were provided three times per day.  Information about the fire and the evacuation was also provided at the community hall.       



Negative 
impacts

 “My grandchildren were out there and I didn’t know what they 
were going through, what’s happening to them.  It got me 
worried… I was worried about them.”

 Oh for sure I thought my house was gonna burn.  Our houses were 
gonna burn… All I was worried about was my house and having a 
place to go when I came back.”

 “A negative thing was that people were writing [on Facebook] that 
they felt, some people felt, what would you say, unwanted or 
unwelcome, you know, racism.”

 … Nobody got reimbursed [for their food that was lost]… I heard a 
lot of people had to start from scratch again.  I had.. Moose meat, 
liver, and chicken, everything you could think of.  They were no 
good when you came back… Everybody experienced that….”

 “Like even years after that, like the kids will say ‘I hope we’re not 
evacuated this year’.  Last summer they said the same thing.  Like 
if they see smoke, like when we’re travelling we quickly report it so 
it doesn’t get out of hand. We are so scared for that to happen 
again.”

The evacuation was a stressful experience for community members – including community leaders, and evacuees.    The evacuation was stressful for evacuees who were worried about family members staying in other communities.  The two stage evacuation process (with high risk evacuees evacuated first) resulted in some families being split up – with mothers and babies in one place and older children and fathers ending up somewhere else.   There were also cases where immediate family was kept together but extended families were in different places.     Evacuees were also worried about their house, pets, and treasured possessions.    Some also felt homesick.  In some cases, crowded hotel rooms and feelings of being cooped up in the hotel added to evacuees’ stress.  Several participants also said that a few individuals in the three host communities made racist comments that made them feel unwelcome.Once the evacuation was over, evacuees were very happy to be home, but had lost food stored in refrigerators and freezers when the power went out during the fire.  This was a very significant loss for evacuees due to the time required to stock a fridge and freezer full of meat, and also the very high cost of buying meat to replace it.  Note that closest store in Pickle Lake. The fire had lasting impressions on some participants.  After experiencing the fire and evacuation, several participants said that they are more concerned about smoke and the possibility of being evacuated again.  



Positive 
impacts

“Meeting new people [was one of the good things] and having fun… 
Me and my cousins I guess.”

“We had quite a few nice adventures out there.  The Geraldton
mayor was very opening and also the workers over there.  They were 
so nice and they said those are the nicest crowd [of evacuees] they 
ever had before.”

“I just like the fact that we were out there [in Sioux Lookout] as a 
community.  That was cool.”

Although the evacuation was very stressful for evacuees and community leaders, Most participants who stayed in Sioux Lookout, Ignace and Geraldton recalled positive experiences during the evacuation, including the accommodation, food, and activities.  Spending time with family and community members was a positive part of the experience for some participants, and Several participants also said that the evacuation brought community members closer together. 



Factors that 
affected 
success

 Evacuation organization and resources

 Help from band members

 Reception in host communities

 Outside the community

 Some family separation

 Food loss

Contributed to success:Many participants said that the evacuation went very well. Evacuation over three days meant that most evacuees had time to prepare to leave and were able to take what they needed with them.  This reduced the stress for those who got organized to leave.Having buses to transport evacuees was extremely important.  Having enough buses on the reserve at the time of the evacuation was by chance since old buses were being replaced by newer ones at the time of the evacuation, but the old buses were still in the community and could be used for the evacuation.The local radio station provided information before and during the evacuation.Community leaders played a crucial role in informing community members and helping out in other ways.  The other community members who helped during the evacuation provided important support for evacuees. Family members also provided social and financial support.  Participants had positive memories of the accommodation, food, and activities in the three host communities and efforts by the mayors and other local residents to provide them with a warm welcome.   Although most participants said that evacuees felt welcome in the host communities, some evacuees encountered racist comments made by some residents in the host communities.   Other Challenges:Band members who were not in a designated community faced challenges with finances, food, shelter, and clothing, and band members who were in and around Pickle Lake could have faced challenges if a local resident had not stepped in and arranged accommodation and food for them.  Separation of families caused distress for some evacuees, and community leaders spent time bringing families together once they realized that this had occurred.Loss of stored meat, berries and other food during the evacuation meant that evacuees had to start from scratch when they returned, which was costly and time consuming.    



Recommendations

 Ensure that First Nations have resources needed to respond in an 
emergency.

 Keeping families together during evacuations.

 Compensation for food lost during evacuations.

 Evacuate to a more suitable setting.

 Provide information about the potential need to evacuate.

 First Nations to have an evacuation plan.  

 Ensure that emergency plans incorporate band members located 
off the reserve. 

 Awareness training.

Recommendations:A need to ensure that FN have resources they need to respond in an emergency (eg. Transportation, emergency plan, and awareness raising in communities about safety).  Although this evacuation went relatively smoothly, some of this was luck.  Lucky to have buses available in the community.  Lucky that someone was able to advocate on behalf of residents living in the bush around Pickle Lake.  Participants, including community leaders and residents, said that the evacuation would have gone more smoothly if they had been able to follow a plan.Importantly, evacuation plans and future evacuations should incorporate band members who are located off the reserve.  Results of this study also highlight the importance of keeping families together during evacuations.Compensation for food lost during evacuations.Consider whether it is possible for First Nation communities to evacuate to a more suitable location, eg. A camp setting instead of a hotel in town, or in the band’s traditional territory.   REZ cross initiative in Saskatchewan in summer 2015 is an example of how this could be done.    Providing information about the potential need to evacuate (eg. There is a wildfire in the area) as early as possible – to enable residents to make plans, and return to the community if they are outside the area.



Thank you!


	First Nations wildfire evacuation experiences: Mishkeegogamang First Nation, Ontario
	Wildfire evacuations in Canada
	First Nations Wildfire Evacuation Partnership
	Existing academic literature
	Mishkeegogamang First Nation 
	Acknowledgements
	Research methods
	The evacuation
	Community leaders and other volunteers
	Evacuees in three host communities
	Evacuees staying elsewhere
	Negative impacts
	Positive impacts
	Factors that affected success
	Recommendations
	Thank you!

