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The Research Question: This study investigated how residents of Whitefish Lake First Nation 

459 were affected by an evacuation of their community during the summer of 2011 due to 

wildfire.  Three objectives guided this research: 

1.) Identify the characteristics of the wildfire evacuation that influenced how residents were 

positively and negatively affected by the evacuation; 

2.) Identify characteristics of individuals, their social context, and the First Nation 

community that affected how residents were positively and negatively affected by the 

wildfire evacuation; and  

3.) Identify ways to reduce the negative impacts of wildfire evacuations on the community. 

The Problem: During the summer of 2011, 4,216 wildfires burnt 2.6 million hectares of forest 

across Canada
1
. Aboriginal communities were severely affected by these fires, with thousands of 

residents in 35 communities in Alberta, Ontario and Saskatchewan being evacuated for up to 

three weeks. These communities were evacuated due to (1) fire proximity, (2) smoke, and (3) 

power outages due to wildfires. Some of these residents were evacuated to nearby towns, but 

others were evacuated to towns and cities located a considerable distance away. 

The large number of Aboriginal communities involved in wildfire evacuations in 2011 was not a 

rare occurrence. Despite comprising only 4% of the population of Canada, nearly one-third of 

wildfire evacuations in Canada between 1980 and 2007 involved Aboriginal peoples
2
. Wildfire 
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evacuations can be very complex, particularly in isolated areas where access is restricted, which 

is the case for many Aboriginal communities.  

Aboriginal leaders across Canada have called for improvements to emergency services and have 

pointed out that Aboriginal people suffer more during evacuations than non-Aboriginal residents 

due to pre-existing vulnerabilities, remoteness, and lack of critical security infrastructure, 

resources, and capacity. 
3(p1)

  However, the wildfire evacuation experiences of Aboriginal 

residents have received little attention by researchers. 

Research on other hazards indicates that evacuations can cause social, psychological, health, and 

economic impacts on evacuees, their families and communities
4,5

. For instance, evacuees can 

experience a disruption in their normal routines and sense of place; a loss of control and 

uncertainty about the future
6,7

; and there may be a loss of support and community networks. 

Wildfire evacuations can be particularly stressful due to (1) scale – large wildfires can affect 

numerous communities due to fire proximity, and smoke can affect communities up to hundreds 

of kilometres away, (2) timing – residents may have little advanced warning of an evacuation 

and evacuations may occur at any point in the day, including the middle of the night, (3) 

duration- wildfire evacuations may last from a few days up to several weeks, and (4) multiplicity 

of events – residents may be evacuated numerous times in one fire season, either from the same 

wildfire or other flare-ups
6,8

.  

Wildfire evacuations in Canada are likely to increase in the years ahead and may happen more 

frequently and require longer periods of evacuation, due to factors such as climate change
9–11

, 

mountain pine beetle
12

, and the build-up of fuel from a history of fire suppression increasing the 

wildfire risk to many communities, particularly remote, isolated Aboriginal communities
13–16

. 
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Furthermore, growing fiscal pressures may reduce attention being paid to preparedness planning 

and development. This makes it even more important to examine how to develop programs to 

increase resilience and adaptive capacity in susceptible populations.  

The Study Community, Whitefish Lake First Nation: Whitefish Lake First Nation (Atikameg 

459) is located in Northwestern Alberta, 387 kilometres northwest of Edmonton. Whitefish Lake 

First Nation is comprised of three reserves which cover 8,299.7 ha (20,509 acres) of boreal 

forest, with two communities (Atikameg and Whitefish River). The total registered population 

(2015) is 2615, with 1,186 living on reserve.  

In May 2011, the community was suddenly evacuated due to the Utikuma Complex Fires which 

burned approximately 100,000 hectares. Host communities included High Prairie, Valleyview, 

Grande Prairie, and Edmonton. Residents were evacuated for up to three weeks, and the 

community was without power for over a month. Approximately 20 residents stayed in the 

community during the fire and provided security and information for evacuees and were also 

involved in fighting a fire that ignited near the community during the evacuation. No structures 

were lost, although there was significant damage to community infrastructure including the water 

and sewage plants. Local residents and the community are still recovering from the evacuation. 

 

 

Evacuation Planning and Preparedness: 

 Resources and support for emergency management.  Government agencies should 

provide additional financial and other resources to First Nations communities for emergency 

management.  Although all First Nations in Alberta have a Director of Emergency 

Management (DEM), this position is currently a volunteer position in the majority of 

Implications for policy makers, community leaders, and agency partners 
Implications for policy makers, community leaders, and agency partners 
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communities including Whitefish Lake.  In order to improve the safety of First Nations 

communities, the DEM position should be converted to a paid position so that this person can 

devote the time needed to updating emergency plans, assisting the community in an 

emergency, and other emergency management tasks.  Government agencies should also work 

with First Nations to ensure the development and implementation of emergency plans 

specifically tailored to their communities.  

 Provision of transportation for evacuees should be incorporated into emergency plans 

and communicated to community members.  At Whitefish Lake, the band arranged bus 

transportation for evacuees who did not have a vehicle, and provided free gas for those who 

did not have gas in their vehicle or who were unable to afford to buy gas.  These enabled 

community members to leave the community safely.    

During an Evacuation: 

 Social support provided during the evacuation can positively impact evacuees.  At 

Whitefish Lake, most immediate families were kept together during the evacuation.  Some 

extended families were separated initially but were brought together by the band during the 

evacuation, which helped to provide social support to evacuees. In addition, opportunities 

should be provided to bring evacuees together to provide each other with social support 

during evacuations.   

 Financial assistance provided during an evacuation should assist evacuees to buy 

clothing and food during the evacuation and cover the costs of food and other losses 

once evacuees return home.  During future evacuations of communities, money provided to 

evacuees should be distributed in a way to ensure that it is spent on goods that are needed and 

minimize negative impacts on evacuees. 
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 Local leadership is important in evacuations.  Evacuees from Whitefish Lake First Nation 

looked to their Chief and Council for information about how and where to evacuate, the 

status of the fire, how long the evacuation would last, and instructions on returning to the 

community. They also looked to other community leaders for reassurance. Other 

communities could follow the example of Whitefish Lake by having at least one Councillor 

present in each host community to provide information briefings, answer questions, and 

provide reassurance. 

Post-Evacuation Recovery and Evaluation: 

 Bringing community members together with Chief and Council after an evacuation is 

an opportunity to provide emotional support and to identify lessons for community 

leadership.  After an evacuation, evacuees should be given an opportunity to share their 

experiences with leadership and other community members.  This could help to identify 

those community members who need ongoing emotional support.  It would also be an 

opportunity to identify how community leadership can make changes to reduce negative 

impacts of future wildfires. 

 Evacuations are a considerable administrative and financial burden.  The evacuation at 

Whitefish Lake and associated impacts to the community’s infrastructure had significant 

implications for the community.  The process to seek reimbursement for costs associated 

with the evacuation was challenging and some costs incurred by the community during the 

evacuation were not reimbursed.  This has negatively affected the community’s ability to 

provide essential services.  All costs incurred by First Nations during evacuations need to be 

reimbursed, and government agencies must take into account the unique structures of 

Aboriginal communities and families.     
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This research with Whitefish Lake First Nation 459 is part of a multi-year community-based 

research program.  The study, carried out as part of the First Nation Wildfire Evacuation 

Partnership (http://www.eas.ualberta.ca/awe/) was developed in fall 2011 to conduct research to 

understand how First Nations residents and communities in Canada are affected by wildfire 

evacuations.  Funding for the research partnership is provided by the Social Science and 

Humanities Research Council Partnership Development Program to support the multi-year 

research that builds on this research with Whitefish Lake First Nation, and will include First 

Nations in Alberta (Dene Tha’ First Nation & Driftpile First Nation), Saskatchewan (Onion Lake 

First Nation & Lac La Ronge Indian Band), and Ontario (Deer Lake First Nation, Sandy Lake 

First Nation & Mishkeegogamang First Nation).  The First Nations Wildfire Evacuation 

Partnership brings together researchers and agencies involved in the evacuation of Aboriginal 

communities in Alberta, Saskatchewan and Ontario (see appendix A for a list of all partner 

agencies). This study in Whitefish Lake provided an important first stage in the larger research 

program.    

This research project with Whitefish Lake First Nation 459 used a qualitative community-based 

case study approach
17

. Qualitative research methods enabled us to make sense of people’s 

experiences by focusing on ordinary events in a natural setting
18,19

 and have also been found to 

be appropriate for studies with Aboriginal communities
20–22

. This research also used a 

community-based approach where Whitefish Lake First Nation 459 was involved throughout the 

research process.  For instance, Chief and Council provided support, community advisors 

assisted and provided feedback throughout the research process, and two community research 

assistants were hired and provided crucial assistance during the data collection process.  Lastly, 

Approach 
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research results have been presented to Chief and Council and will also be presented to the 

community.   

Data Collection: In June 2014, research team members T. McGee and A. Christianson travelled 

to Whitefish Lake First Nation 459 to meet with Chief and Council to discuss the research and 

establish a community advisory committee, meet with key contacts, and to begin the recruitment 

process of two community research assistants. T. McGee and A. Christianson travelled back to 

the community a month later to begin data collection. A. Christianson returned two months later 

to conduct further interviews. The two community research assistants Sheila Laboucan and 

Sharon Sahlin recruited interview participants, helped to conduct interviews, acted as interpreters 

during interviews where required, and provide advice to the research team. In total, 31 interviews 

with 30 women and 15 men took place. Interview participants included a range of youths (10), 

young adults (5), older adults (23) and elders (7) and included people who evacuated and people 

who did not evacuate.  Participants were recruited by the research assistants and via referrals 

from other interview participants and key contacts.  Recruitment of participants continued until 

no new information was emerging from the interviews 
17

.  

During the interviews, residents were asked about their own and family’s positive and negative 

experiences during the 2011 wildfire evacuation, including the evacuation process while they 

were still in their community, while they were leaving their community, when they were in their 

‘host’ community, and upon returning home to Whitefish Lake. We also asked about any lasting 

positive or negative effects of the evacuation. Interview participants were also asked for any 

suggestions about how future wildfire evacuations could be improved.  
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The findings from the qualitative interviews revealed a broad range of experiences before, during 

and after the wildfire evacuation which are summarized in this section.  

Before the Evacuation: On the day the first of the Utikuma complex fires started, most 

interview participants were aware that there was a fire near their community because they saw or 

smelled smoke, or saw ash falling.   Many said they were not overly concerned because seeing or 

smelling smoke during the summer is a fairly regular occurrence.  However, over half of the 

interview participants went outside or drove towards the fire to see where the fire was and find 

out how close it was to the community. The following day, there were high winds and more 

smoke and ash fall in the community, which made people concerned.   

“In the beginning there wasn’t any, nobody came around to tell us, ‘hey this is serious’.  

We had to go outside and see it, the cloud of smoke and it wasn’t just the cloud, it’s the 

color of it.  It was looking red and fiery.  But it was pretty intense, just the way it looked” 

-Participant 15 

 

A second fire also started the next day. Due to concerns about the fires near the community, 

increased smoke, and wind direction, a local Alberta Environment and Sustainable Resource 

Development (AESRD) staff member contacted a Councillor and suggested that the community 

be evacuated.   

 

Getting Ready to Evacuate: Since the Whitefish Lake Chief was in Edmonton when the fire 

started, the Councillor started the process to evacuate the community. Participants heard about 

the evacuation from family, other community members, and the RCMP.  Some participants 

received the information in person, others via cell phone, home phone, or Facebook.  Participants 

expressed a range of feelings about finding out about the evacuation. Some were surprised there 

Findings 
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was an evacuation, others felt concerned about their own and their family’s safety, and a few felt 

a rush of excitement that something out of the ordinary was taking place. 

“At first we didn’t know what was going on ‘cause there was a whole bunch of people 

driving erratically around, and we didn’t know what was going on.  And there was ashes 

coming from above.  I thought that this was just a normal grass fire.  So we didn’t know.  

I had my grandchildren with me, my brother.  And we didn’t even know anything was 

going on until someone came and told us, ‘are you guys gonna leave ‘cause the fire is not 

too far and we have to evacuate….You guys were supposed to leave a long time ago’.  

‘Why, what for?’ And then, ‘the fire’s coming this way’.  We didn’t know, nobody 

alarmed us about it until they came along and told us that we had to evacuate”.  

-Participant 3  

 

Reflecting back on the experience, some interview participants expressed concern about how 

little information they received when they were told to evacuate. 

“You don’t have to panic, explain to them the best thing to do instead of saying we gotta 

leave right now is they should have explained it and tell them instead of scaring them.  

You know that’s scary, somebody to come and tell you there’s fire not far from here, pack 

up and go.  They should have more or less explained everything, tell them you can say 

real fast you can tell somebody there’s fire, you have to leave.  I think some of them got 

scared because of the way you have to leave now, right now.  Somebody come and tell 

you that you have to leave right now.  For what?...How far is that fire you wanna know”. 

-Participant 2 

When asked how long they had to prepare, some participants had a few hours to get ready to 

leave, others had 15 minutes, and some left immediately.  In some cases, participants recalled 

leaving behind medication and other essentials.  Pets, including dogs and horses were also left 

behind.   

“As we were packing we forgot lots of stuff, ‘cause I’m the caregiver of my parents and 

they’re elderly, so we forgot all their medications at home so we had to go to the 

hospital”.   

- Interview 9 
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Issues emerged related to transportation out of the community since some people did not have a 

vehicle.  Those who did not have their own vehicle were either given a lift by family members or 

took a school bus that was organized by the band. Some people who had a vehicle did not have 

enough gas or money to pay for gas.   Residents were advised through word of mouth to stop at 

the reserve gas station and fill up their vehicles with gas that was paid by the band.  

Leaving Whitefish:  Most participants said they were unsure of where to go when they were 

told to evacuate.  Some drove to High Prairie because it was the nearest larger community or 

because they followed the line of traffic there.  When they arrived in High Prairie, many were 

able to get a hotel room, but because hotels also had evacuees from other communities, some 

people had to keep driving southwest to Valleyview, about 90 km away.  Upon arriving in 

Valleyview, a few participants were told to continue on to Grande Prairie. 

Out of our interview participants, most stayed in hotels in High Prairie, Grande Prairie, 

Valleyview or Peace River.  A couple drove to friends or family members’ homes in nearby 

communities, and a few refused to leave and stayed at home in the community.   

 

 Being outside the community when evacuation took place: Some Whitefish Lake First 

Nation members were in other communities in Northern Alberta at the time the evacuation 

occurred.   Some of these participants said that they were aware there was a fire nearby when 

they left Whitefish Lake, however others found out about the fire when family or other 

community members called them during the evacuation.  Some said that they only found out 

about the evacuation after they were stopped at the roadblock that was set up to prevent people 

from going into the community during the evacuation.  The majority of these participants who 

were outside the community when the evacuation was called were extremely concerned and 
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wanted to return home to their family and community.  As is common in Aboriginal 

communities, some children were staying on the reserve with their grandparents or family friends 

while their parent(s) was travelling outside the community, causing extra concern for those 

parents who were not in the community at the time of the evacuation and were unable to get 

home.   

“My only concern I wanted to go back with my kids to High Prairie ’cause my mom had 

them at the time.  I tried to go home about 3 days [with a ride from the] Red Cross, for 

somebody to take me all the way around”  

- Participant 210 

 

Those who were outside the community at the time the evacuation was called were told to 

remain where they were. The majority were in either Grande Prairie or Edmonton, and were  

 

Figure 1: Whitefish Lake First Nation and Host Communities for the 2011 Wildfire Evacuation 
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advised by either the Chief or Councillors to go to hotels that had contracts with the band. These 

participants were very concerned about not having enough clothes and money to buy gas, food or 

a hotel room for an extended stay away from the community. 

Staying in Host Communities: In each host community, a member of Chief and Council took a 

leadership role to look after evacuees and provide information about the impacts of the fire.  

Most participants had their immediate family with them, but in some cases extended family were 

located in other communities.  As the evacuation progressed, organizers tried to move evacuees 

to other communities so that extended families could be together.  

Evacuees ate their meals in an arena or in their hotels.  Participants missed food that they would 

normally eat, including bannock and moose meat.  Nearby Sucker Creek First Nation offered 

some meals of traditional foods for First Nation and Metis people evacuated during the wildfires. 

Most media coverage during the evacuation focused on the Slave Lake fire, so Whitefish Lake 

evacuees obtained information about their community from other sources.  Community 

spokespeople provided updates during some meals or in hotel meeting rooms in the host 

communities.  Most participants also called or texted family members and other band members, 

including those who did not evacuate.       

The evacuation lasted two weeks for most band members and three weeks for those with 

illnesses, newborn children and some Elders.   Most participants said when they left, they 

thought they would be away from the community for a few days, and were unprepared to be 

away for weeks.  During the evacuation, some participants tried to keep busy by volunteering or 

visiting band members, while others stayed in their hotel room because they were too upset to 

leave.   
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“Well, in Grande Prairie nobody really did anything because they were too busy thinkin’ 

about home, even though the mall was just next door.  Just basically went to eat and go 

back to our rooms, ‘cause they could have went to the park or something but nobody 

really wanted to do anything”.  

- Participant FG2 

Children and teenagers participated in activities that were arranged for them, including movies, 

bowling, swimming, sports and games. But parents and caretakers said that it was difficult to 

entertain children in hotel rooms.   

“The youth were hard to keep in High Prairie ‘cause they’re so much energy that they 

have to burn.  And us mostly we just stayed at the room and tried to get them to do stuff.  

That was not that much in High Prairie. Yeah, they were getting bored.  They wanted to 

go home.”  

-Participant 9 

The evacuation was a stressful experience for interview participants.  Participants were 

concerned about whether their home would survive the fire and if it did not, how this would 

affect their future.   

“And all the kinda stories that you hear from all the people you know taking care of 

places back here that your house might burn down or where am I gonna live?  What am I 

gonna do?  All that kind of stuff came to mind on everybody’s mind and I think stress was 

one of the main issues there.  That really was a struggle for everyone”.  

- Participant 205 

“I think there was a lot of fear, there was a lot of people that were scared, we didn’t 

wanna lose our place.  And we said, in the back of our mind it’s gonna happen, ‘cause we 

were gone two weeks from here.  

- Participant 206 

Most participants said that the two to three week evacuation was a long time to be away from 

their home and community, particularly for those who never or rarely leave the reserve. Many 

adult participants were also concerned about the impact of the evacuation on community Elders. 
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Although participants said most community Elders seemed outwardly to be handling the 

evacuation well, there was still concern amongst caregivers. 

“The Elders, some of them, they didn’t really mind. It was something that they were 

brought to a place and they didn’t really complain.  I don’t think that any of them really 

minded because they didn’t voice it, but sometimes Elders will not voice anything 

regardless, they’ll just accept it.  That’s how Elders are”.  

– Participant 212 

 

The Government of Alberta provided money to evacuees either as cheques or as pre-loaded visa 

cards about 10 days into the evacuation. Each adult evacuee was given $1250 and each child was 

given $500.  Participants spent the money mainly on clothes and food during the evacuation and 

for food to bring home after the evacuation ended.  Although all participants said that the money 

was useful, most participants also mentioned that this money created problems in the host 

communities when some evacuees used it to buy alcohol.  Many participants told us that the bars 

and liquor stores in the High Prairie area benefited from this money and sometimes extended 

their hours, which added to the problem.   

Staying in Whitefish: It is estimated that 20 members of the band stayed on the reserve during 

the evacuation. Some of those who stayed in the community were band employees who needed 

to stay behind to look after infrastructure while others were band members who refused to leave 

when they were told to evacuate. All were men, predominantly between the ages of 20-50. A 

participant said that those who stayed behind organized themselves into a security team. They 

met daily at the parking lot of the band office with the RCMP and a councillor who brought in 

gas and food for those who remained in the community.  

“So it was up to us now to watch everything.  It was exciting but I wouldn’t want that to 

happen again here.  It’s not a good thing anyways.  You know the dogs are out here and 

we had to feed the dogs… The RCMP went around too and we, plus we went and we had 
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to clean their fridges, freezers, and you know, we didn’t want to break into people’s 

houses but they at least said it was OK but still, you know.  And we did that, we did the 

whole community”. 

 - Participant 7 

During the fire, there was no electricity, water or septic services in the community.  Participants 

who stayed behind either had generators or cooked their food outside on a barbeque. These 

participants said that most days they drove around to patrol the community to check on the fire, 

ensure homes were not being broken into, and fed pets that were left behind.  Later in the 

evacuation, those who stayed behind went around to homes in the community to remove food 

that had gone bad in fridges and freezers due to the power loss. The meat was fed to the dogs or 

placed in a large pile at the community dump. Those band members who stayed behind in the 

community obtained information about the fire and evacuation from a police scanner but 

received little information from government agencies or the media.  These participants then 

provided information to evacuees via phone calls or text messages.     

Returning Home: Evacuees found out that the evacuation had ended in various ways. In High 

Prairie, evacuees were informed in an announcement at the arena. Others found out through 

meetings in their host community while the rest were informed through phone calls, text 

messages, and word of mouth. Those evacuees with health conditions or those with babies were 

asked to evacuate for an additional week until essential services were established.  Some other 

band members stayed with this group to provide assistance. Once evacuees found out that they 

could return, most rushed back to the community.  Most drove back in their personal vehicles; 

and others caught rides with friends, on buses, or the medical cab from the reserve. Some Elders 

were brought back to the reserve by cabs.  
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Due to electricity loss during the fire, many participants had to throw out fridges and freezers full 

of wild and store bought meat. This was a major setback for most participants, particularly the 

loss of wild meat that would take a lot of effort and energy to replace.  A large portion of the 

money from the government went to replace the store bought food that had to be thrown out.  

Many of the fridges and freezers also had to be thrown out.   

Lasting Effects: During the interviews, which were held three years after the evacuation, it was 

evident that there were lasting effects of the evacuation on interview participants and the 

community.  A few participants said that they were still dealing with the emotional toll of the 

evacuation.  Several participants cried while re-telling the story of the evacuation.  Participants 

also mentioned that their children are concerned about being evacuated again.  Seeing smoke in 

the sky, which is common in the summer, seemed to trigger people’s concerns.    

The band was responsible for paying all bills associated with the evacuation, then had to apply to 

the provincial government to be reimbursed for these funds.   However, the process to get 

reimbursed was confusing and it was difficult to claim for all expenses incurred during the 

evacuation. For instance, due to the size of large extended family, multiple hotel rooms were 

booked under the same name.  However, the province only reimbursed the band for one hotel 

room per family.  The band lost a lot of money from this problem alone.  At the time of our 

interviews, the band had only been reimbursed for approximately $500,000 of the $700,000 

spent on the evacuation.  This put considerable financial pressure on the First Nation and had 

other impacts.  For example, the water and sewage treatment plants were damaged during the 

evacuation due to the power outage, and there have been ongoing maintenance problems that the 

band cannot afford to fix before the water treatment plant is replaced in 2017.  
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This research examined how residents in Whitefish Lake First Nation were impacted by the 

wildfire evacuations that occurred in 2011. This study has identified how the evacuation affected 

residents and the personal, social, cultural and societal factors that influenced positive and 

negative outcomes.  These factors include: 

Limited warning time and uncertainty: Consistent with the findings of McCool et al.
8
 and 

Stidham
23

, this research has found that the time between notification of an impending wildfire 

evacuation and the actual evacuation, significantly influences how a person copes with an 

evacuation. The limited time to prepare for evacuation resulted in participants bringing a limited 

number of personal items with them to their host community, which made many evacuees 

heavily reliant on donations to evacuation centres, on money provided by the band or the 

government. Interview participants also said they felt panicky as they rushed to evacuate.  

Uncertainty about where to go when told to evacuate also increased stress levels for evacuees.   

Being with Family: All participants said that being near their family made it easier to cope with 

the evacuation. Councillors and volunteers from Whitefish Lake recognized this, including the 

importance of the extended family, and tried to move families around so that extended families 

could be together. 

Slave Lake: Multiple fires in the region meant that 9,500 residents from Slave Lake evacuated 

the same day as the evacuation of Whitefish Lake First Nation, which made it difficult for 

Whitefish Lake residents to find accommodation.  The Flat Top Complex wildfires that affected 

Slake Lake burnt 344 houses, six apartment buildings, three churches, 10 businesses and the 

government centre in the Town of Slave.  There was little media coverage about the fire that 

Conclusions: Key Factors that Influenced Experience 
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threatened Whitefish Lake and its impact on the community, which meant that Whitefish Lake 

evacuees were unable to obtain information about their home and community through the media 

and instead relied on information from community leaders and those who had remained behind 

in the community.   

Financial Assistance: Funding provided by the government enabled evacuees to buy clothing 

and food during the evacuation.  This funding also enabled community members to buy food for 

taking back to their home once the evacuation was over, which helped to replace some of the 

food that was lost during the fire.   Importantly, the way that this money was provided to 

evacuees caused some negative impacts when some evacuees used this money to buy alcohol, 

which created problems for many evacuees.  Participants reported that liquor stores and bars in 

the host communities benefited from this and contributed the problems by extending their hours 

during the evacuation. The money was also used sometimes to purchase goods unrelated to the 

evacuation. 

Loss of Electricity: The loss of power to the community during the evacuation resulted in lost 

food for community members. Many participants described having to throw out fridges and 

freezers full of meat, which included wild and store bought meat.   Most participants said that 

this was a major setback, particularly the loss of wild meat that would take a lot of effort and 

energy to replace.  

Financial Impacts:  The evacuation and associated impacts to the community’s infrastructure 

caused considerable financial problems for an already financially distressed community.  The 

process to get reimbursed was confusing and it was difficult to claim for all of the expenses 

incurred during the evacuation.   



19 
 

 

Further research on the impacts of wildfire evacuation on First Nations communities is being 

conducted with seven other First Nations communities in Alberta, Saskatchewan and Ontario 

through the First Nations Wildfire Evacuation Partnership. The diversity of the communities 

included in the partnership and the ways that the evacuations were carried out will enable us to 

understand the factors that influence peoples’ evacuation experiences.  The goal of the First 

Nations Wildfire Evacuation partnership is to bring together researchers, First Nations 

communities and agencies involved in wildfire evacuations to learn from each other and identify 

ways to reduce negative impacts of wildfire evacuations on First Nations people, which will 

inform the development and implementation of evacuation policies and practices.  

 

 

First Nations Wildfire Evacuation Partnership website:  http://www.eas.ualberta.ca/awe/ 

Natural Resources Canada: http://cfs.nrcan.gc.ca/pubwarehouse/pdfs/36035.pdf 

Alberta Emergency Management Agency - First Nations: http://www.aema.alberta.ca/regional-

offices-first-nations 

Alberta Agriculture and Forestry - Wildfire:  http://wildfire.alberta.ca/ 

Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada - Emergency Management: 

https://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1309369889599/1309369935837 

Canadian Red Cross - Planning for Forest Fires:  http://www.redcross.ca/how-we-

help/emergencies-and-disasters-in-canada/for-home-and-family/make-a-plan/planning-for-forest-

fires 

Canadian Red Cross - Emergency and Disaster Planning for First Nations, Metis and Inuit 

Communities:  http://www.redcross.ca/how-we-help/emergencies-and-disasters-in-canada/for-

first-nations--metis-and-inuit-communities 

Further Research   

 

Additional Resources 

 

http://www.eas.ualberta.ca/awe/
http://www.aema.alberta.ca/regional-offices-first-nations
http://www.aema.alberta.ca/regional-offices-first-nations
http://wildfire.alberta.ca/
https://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1309369889599/1309369935837
http://www.redcross.ca/how-we-help/emergencies-and-disasters-in-canada/for-home-and-family/make-a-plan/planning-for-forest-fires
http://www.redcross.ca/how-we-help/emergencies-and-disasters-in-canada/for-home-and-family/make-a-plan/planning-for-forest-fires
http://www.redcross.ca/how-we-help/emergencies-and-disasters-in-canada/for-home-and-family/make-a-plan/planning-for-forest-fires
http://www.redcross.ca/how-we-help/emergencies-and-disasters-in-canada/for-first-nations--metis-and-inuit-communities
http://www.redcross.ca/how-we-help/emergencies-and-disasters-in-canada/for-first-nations--metis-and-inuit-communities
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Communities:   

Alberta Saskatchewan Ontario 

 Driftpile Cree Nation 

 Whitefish Lake First 

Nation 

  Dene Tha’ First 

Nation 

 Lac La Ronge Indian 

Band 

 Onion Lake First 

Nation 

 

 Deer Lake First 

Nation 

 Sandy Lake First 

Nation  

 Mishkeegogamang 

First Nation  

 

 

Government & non-government agencies:  

Provincial  Federal Non-Government 

 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 

 Emergency 

Management Ontario 

 Health Canada – First 

Nations & Inuit Health 

Branch 

 Aboriginal Affairs and 

Northern Development 

Canada – Regional 

Emergency 

coordinators in 

Alberta, Saskatchewan 

and Ontario 

 Assembly of First 

Nations 

 First Nations 

Emergency Services 

Society  

 

 

Appendix A:  First Nations Wildfire Evacuation Partnership Members 


