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Good Morning everyone, I want to begin by recognizing that we are gathered on the 
unceded traditional territory of the Algonquin People. My name is Chief Peter Beatty of 
Peter Ballantyne Cree Nation in Saskatchewan. 

 
This morning I’d like to speak about the long term impacts of the 2017 British Columbia 
Wildfires, and Fire Safety in on-reserve communities, and I’d like to thank the committee 
for inviting us here today to speak on these important issues. 

 
The response and long-term impacts of 2017 British Columbia Wildfires on First 
Nations communities: 

 
20 First Nations communities were affected by the wildfires, a total of 3,171 First 
Nations from 20 communities were evacuated during the Wildfires in BC. 

 
The First Nations communities in Tsilhqot’in (Tsill Coat Ten), Nlakapa’mux (Ing Khla 
Kap Muh) and Secwepemc (She KWE Pem) territories are amongst those directly 
affected by the wildfires, losing homes and livelihoods. 

 
It’s been reported that one third of all wildfire evacuations in Canada over the last 30 
years have impacted Indigenous people, despite their being only 4.3 per cent of the 
population.  

 
While 1,000 firefighters, backed up by 200 contractors, were either deployed or on days 
of rest, and being paid, to fight fires in British Columbia, some First Nations reported 
through social media that resources to help their communities were being slowed by 
“paperwork”.  Many First Nations have the knowledge, skills, and abilities to be Wildland 
Fire Fighters, yet they are not being used. This has also happened in Alberta and 
Saskatchewan.  

 
The Filmon Report, written by former Manitoba Premier Gary Filmon, reviewed the BC’s 
response to emergencies providing recommendations that included greater emergency 
preparedness and integration of services across different jurisdictions within the 
province, including with First Nations, it recommended that emergency plans should 
include First Nations (p. 37).  It is felt that BC is not living up to this recommendation, 
and BC First Nations are at the mercy of the regional EMO, who, despite signing an 
Emergency Services Agreement for First Nations with INAC, does not respond in an 
adequately comparable fashion.  

 
This summer, First Nations had to mobilize to protect their own communities. The 
likelihood of First Nations running into continuing jurisdictional barriers and hurdles in 
fighting these wildfires is suggested in reports from affected communities. 

 
Source excerpts: Promislow, Janna; Schabus, Nicole; Mascher, Sharon July 14, 2017 
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The British Columbia Emergency Management Organization, Emergency Management 
British Columbia (EMBC), has a multimillion dollar agreement with INAC for the 
provision of emergency services, yet First Nations in BC are last to receive services. In 
fact, EMBC as an emergency management agency, does not respond at all…they do 
not have the capacity...instead they contract out response requests through a tasking 
order to various contractors. First Nations in BC should receive the funding given to 
EMBC for emergency service provision to develop their own capacities that are 
culturally relevant and community reflective.  
 
Fire Safety in on-reserve communities: 
 
Fire deaths on First Nations by province/territory (2010–2016) 
Ontario – 44 
Manitoba – 34 
Alberta – 21 
Saskatchewan – 21 
Quebec – 21 
Nunavut – 13 

NWT – 6 
British Columbia – 6 
Newfoundland – 3 
New Brunswick 2 
Yukon – 0 
Prince Edward Island – 0 

         Source: Winter, Jesse; Seekers, Alicia; Lange, Astrid 

 
Fire Safety in on-reserve First Nations communities: 
 
Fire Safety is a major concern for any municipality, but more so for on-reserve First 
Nation communities as they do not have resources comparable to their municipal 
neighbors, including a comparable funding mechanism. On-reserve First Nations 
usually only have a paid Fire Chief, and must rely on community volunteers to make up 
their Fire Brigades. These Fire departments and volunteers need training, equipment, 
and appropriate funding to ensure the health, safety, and security of their communities. 
 
A Canadian Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) October 2007 report 
points out that: 
 
The First Nations per capita fire incidence rate is 2.4 times the per-capita rate for the 
rest of Canada, the death rate is 10.4 times greater, the fire injury rate is 2.5 times 
greater, and the fire damage per unit is 2.1 times greater. 
 
The report suggests that overcrowding and the inaccessibility of remote location are two 
of the main reasons for the high incidence of fires in Aboriginal communities, and that 
many First Nation communities also tend to have a low number of smoke detectors. 
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Wood stoves as a main source of heating in First Nation communities, are often poorly 
maintained or improperly installed, and points to a lack of Awareness and Education in 
First Nations communities regarding Fire Safety. 

 
(ONLY) One volunteer fire department surveyed held education programs, and 
conducted inspections on the wood stoves.  This points to a scarcity of resources, 
including funding, for First Nations Fire Departments to deliver Fire Safety Awareness 
and Education programs as the fire departments are mostly volunteer, and contributes 
to the increased risk of fire incidence and death rate. 

 
In March of 2016 the Toronto Star reported a fire that claimed the lives of three 
generations of one family, including three children, one of them only six-months old, in a 
house fire in a northern Ontario First Nation community.  In 2013 in Wunnumin Lake 
First Nation in northern Ontario, a fire killed three people, two of them children. The 
community had no fire services. 
 
In St. Theresa Point, Manitoba in 2011, two-month-old Errabella Angel Harper died in a 
house fire where virtually everything that could go wrong did; the house was over-
crowded, had no smoke detector or fire extinguishers, was not in a 911 coverage area, 
and the nearest fire truck was inoperable. 

 
The investigation also said at least 173 people have died in fires in First Nation 
communities across the country since the government stopped tracking the deaths 
seven years ago, and at least 25 of them are children. 
 
These are just some of the more tragic examples, and I think it’s safe to say that the 
more rural, remote, or isolated a First Nation community is, the greater the lack of 
critical infrastructure, the greater its incidence of residential fires becoming a tragedy. 
Basically, what I’m saying is that a lack of resources is jeopardizing First Nations lives, 
due to inadequate fire safety, and that inquests find First Nations need better fire 
protection and funding as First Nations fire services are in dire need of overhaul. 
 
Thank you, 
 


