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KAMLOOPS
Hosting wildfire evacuees

By Leila Darwish

Source: Adobe Stock Photo



THE SCIENCE

Increasing temperatures, mild winters, declining snowpack, droughts, a lack of 
precipitation, and increasing incidence of lightning strikes are fueling ever-intensifying 
fire seasons in Western Canada. Wildland urban interface (WUI) fires often result 
in the mandatory evacuation of homeowners who have to temporarily relocate 
until they can return to their communities. Large evacuations have the potential to 
strain resources of neighbouring communities, who can see their population increase 
significantly over days or weeks. 

THE TRIGGER

The destruction caused by the 2017 and 2018 fire season in British Columbia was 
unprecedented for the province. The 2017 fire season burned 1.2 million hectares, 
and 65,000 people were forced to evacuate from their homes. With many of the 
fires of note burning in the interior of the province, many evacuees sought relief 
in the centrally located city of Kamloops. Kamloops is a city with a population of 
approximately 95,000 people. As a regional hub in south-central BC for government 
administrative functions, business activities, and the provisions of human and social 
services, Kamloops is well positioned to be a host city for wildfire evacuees.

The city of Kamloops has historically been a host community when it comes to 
evacuations and fires for the region. During the wildfire season of 2003, the city 
hosted a number of communities needing to evacuate. In 2009, they also hosted 
evacuees from the city of Lillooet. In 2017, Kamloops acted as a safe haven even 
though the elephant fire was within 35kilometres of the city’s boundaries. The fires 
forced the evacuation of the Thompson-Nicola regional district and the Caribou 
Regional District.  

THE APPROACH

Though the city is no stranger to wildfires or hosting evacuees, the 2017 fire season 
brought an unprecedented number of evacuees to Kamloops, stretching resources 
and putting infrastructure and systems to the test. 

Within the City, reception centres, resiliency centres and recovery centres were set 
up to support a wide spectrum of needs for the evacuees. Reception centres were 
used to receive the evacuees, address their immediate needs, and register them into 
the existing systems for individual grant and aid programs. Resiliency centres were 
used to provide evacuees with a spectrum of the social services that were needed 
in the intermediate term as they began to consider when and how they could return 
to their communities, with representatives present from a variety of government 
agencies, as well as the not-for profit and private sector to provide guidance. Finally, 
the recovery centres provided longer term caseworkers and psychosocial support to 
assist evacuees in navigating the long recovery process.  

Kamloops’ ability to respond as a host city was bolstered by a strong ethic of 
preparedness, relationship building and coordination between private sector 
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partners, non-profits and government agencies, and an Emergency Support Services 
(ESS) team of over 60 well trained volunteers. This base set of volunteers acted as 
trainers and initial responders as hundreds of convergent volunteers were trained 
and worked in the reception centre. The ESS team was tasked with meeting the 
multiple needs of running evacuation centres. ESS volunteers were coordinated to 
train hundreds of volunteers who showed up to assist with hosting evacuees. The 
ESS team also helped the hosting operations run smoothly through their year-round 
work of liaising with local suppliers (such as commercial lodging and restaurants), 
determining bed counts in the city and outlying areas, and preparing and engaging the 
private sector to help meet the demand of evacuees.

THE OUTCOME

During the 2017 fire season, approximately 11,000 evacuees were hosted in 
Kamloops, representing nearly a 12 percent increase in the population. 

Kamloops received praise for its ability to handle the unprecedented influx of 
evacuees during the 2017 fire season. Known as Canada’s ‘Tournament Capital’, the 
City was able to utilize numerous spaces for temporary accommodation for evacuees, 
including motels, hotels, university residences, parks and arenas. The City provided 
services to evacuees, including mass sheltering, psychosocial support, social service 
provision, free bus passes, and free access to recreation facilities and pools in the area. 

Figure 17: The City of Kamloops was able to utilize numerous spaces for temporary 
accommodation for evacuees, including motels, hotels, university residences, parks and arenas.  
(Source: Adobe Stock Photo)



Three successive reception sites werein operation at various facilities for all evacuees. 
The Tk’emlúps te Secwepemc First Nations also opened their Pow Wow grounds and 
received an estimated 1,000 evacuees. Numerous non-profits assisted with service 
provision and donations. The Kamloops Chamber of Commerce also stepped up 
to coordinate and organize relief from the private sector, with a number of private 
businesses providing free or discounted goods and services to assist evacuees. 

A WORD FROM KAMLOOPS

Dan Sutherland, Assistant Fire Chief and Emergency Program Coordinator
for the City of Kamloops, emphasized the importance of preparedness and planning 
to the success of their hosting efforts. “The City of Kamloops has pre-identified 
reception centers, and seeks to use facilities that the city owns and controls for 
hosting evacuees. That has been absolutely paramount to our success,” stated Mr. 
Sutherland. “We have a number of facilities we can draw on, like our large sports 
complexes. We employ our GIS department to provide us with floor plans that 
our ESS team has pre-scouted, allowing us to pre-plan the layout of our reception 
centres. We have all schedules for all our city facilities, so we can make the most 
evidence-based decisions we can to decide where to open reception centers and 
where we can place people.”  

The importance of an engaged community and supportive city council was 
paramount. “Our City Council, Mayor and Senior City Management did a wonderful 
job. If we hadn’t had the support that we had at our city council level to enable these 
programs to prepare and respond, the outcome would have been far different.” The 
importance of working with partners, like local First Nations, service providers, and 
the private sector, in hosting efforts was also emphasized by Mr. Sutherland.” He 
stressed the importance of having trained volunteers. “There is a misconception that 
you can have a convergent volunteer come in, train them in 90 minutes, and then 
put them out on a reception center floor to help with registration and referral. That 
is simply not the case. It is important to use well trained front line staff to shadow 
the new volunteers for a period of time to mentor them and make sure they are 
properly caring for the evacuees and capturing good data to inform our recovery 
efforts.”  

According to Mr. Sutherland, one of the biggest lessons learned from hosting wildfire 
evacuees in 2017 was the importance of having designated personnel from the 
evacuating communities present in the host community to support evacuees and 
inform operations. “The best way to keep evacuees from affected communities 
informed is to allow them to hear from their communities’ own representation. This 
allows residents to feel like they are getting first-hand information and gives them 
a sense of connectivity to their local government. Representatives from evacuated 
communities shouldn’t rely on the media or the host community to get the message 
out to their citizens about what is happening back home.”


