
In 1993, the BC Emergency Program Act was passed providing
a whole new framework for emergency management—it
required all municipalities to have their own emergency plans.
The three main services, fire, police and ambulance, would
continue as before; fire is entirely local with provincial
regulations, policing is essentially RCMP except where a city
decides they can organize their own, and the BC Ambulance is
a provincial authority. In short, every village, hamlet, island and
city must have an emergency plan and trained volunteers to run
it. The legislation in the Emergency Program Actstipulates the
roles and responsibilities for local authorities. Volunteers across
the province have been scrambling ever since in anticipation of
‘the big one’.
Recently, as a newly minted Emergency Social Services team

member, I mingled with 250 other volunteers and professionals
at the Vancouver Island Emergency Preparedness Conference
in Sooke. Most of the Gulf Islands were well represented, in fact
disproportionately so given their small population. Small islands
have an additional obvious challenge: a fire in Ladysmith can
be quickly supported by teams from Nanaimo and Duncan, but
for a fire on Hornby Island the local services may be on their
own for quite some time. 
Friday opened with registration, meet and greet, and a trade

show by some 22 towns and service organizations including BC
Hydro, the Sooke Lions Club, the Salvation Army and the City
of Victoria. Keynote speakers framed the program.
A very emotional presentation by the Deputy Director of

Emergency Management in Snohomish County, WA, discussed
lessons learned from the mudslide that struck the little
community of Oso last year. In the space of a few minutes the
village and adjacent highway were covered in several meters of
very wet mud. With power-lines, phone and cable connections
gone and the local cell tower down, it continued to rain.
Volunteer heavy equipment operators constructed a new bypass
road in 24 hours. Hundreds of untrained volunteers showed up;
professionals from across the country were flown in, as were
cadaver dogs; and men from the swamps of Louisiana with
floating backhoes arrived to assist. They all had to be fed. The
logistics were enormous and lasted 43 days and nights. In global
terms, this was a small affair; Oso lost 43 residents and twenty-

some houses. As I write, the earthquake in Nepal has claimed
5,000 lives and a million homeless in a country with fewer
resources than Oso.
So how will you and I manage when the next wildfire blows

through, the local ferry dock is destroyed, a pandemic puts half
the population in bed or a marine spill drifts inexorably closer
with each tide? It is—as they say—not if, but when. 
Fifteen sessions were crammed between Saturday breakfast

and Sunday lunch. All of  them good, all of them well attended
by serious volunteers. There was something for everyone:
mountain bike training for search & rescue; relocating livestock;
the Kelowna firestorm; high-rise fires; using social media; and
the West Texas explosion that killed 14 people—11 of them were
firefighters. 
For my first class I chose recruitment & retention of

volunteers. Another volunteer I met over lunch was the only ESS
volunteer from her community. She was it! Volunteering, she
told me, was not big in that town, people commuted to work or
were newly retired from elsewhere. On Mayne Island, we have
a roster of over 20 and that is not enough.
Statistically, there is a fairly high probability that we will all

experience a short term emergency and a smaller probability of
something really memorable. And so those in attendance were
constantly reminded: are you prepared, are you ready? Because
if it is a local emergency, it will be managed by local volunteers
or not at all. If it is a major regional emergency, then larger
population centers will be supported before small rural ones:
after all, aren’t we are the rugged individualists? 
The conference was both sobering and uplifting, it is amazing

what a few dedicated folk can do and how local people,
neighbours and visitors can rally round and provide astonishing
support and service when needed. Like planning a trip, a little
preparation now can save a lot of stress and expense later. 
Checklists for homes, emergency kits, 72-hour hampers of

clothes, food and medications can all be made up quite easily.
For more information call your local Emergency Program
Coordinator, visit www.PrepareYourself.ca or better still, share
your skills and volunteer before the fact.   
As luck would have it, a few days later I attended a regional

round table meeting in Saanich followed by a tour of the very
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impressive Emergency Management BC headquarters. Like a
military command post, this facility is the nerve centre for the
province, with, as we were informed, two back-up locations in
other regions. Its Call Centre (1-800-663-3456), which connects
to their Emergency Coordination Centre, is a 24-hour
information system receiving a thousand emails and calls every
day. Provincially, it appears that we, in this corner of the globe,
have a state-of-the-art system. At the local level are we— are you
—ready?
Brian Crumblehulme is the Emergency Support Services
Director for Mayne Island. 0
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