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LESSONS LEARNED
Local actions to address extreme  
wildfires

By Paul Kovacs
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Bob Simpson, Mayor of Quesnel, said, “In my opinion, if you’re an at-risk community 
for fire, nothing is more important than making the decision that you are going to 
own it, identify how to mitigate that risk and be the champion that influences other 
levels of government to do what needs to be done.” 

This report sets out 20 case studies of local governments in Canada showing 
leadership to manage the risk of loss and damage from wildfire. Local action 
consistent with scientific research and best practices are welcome and celebrated. 
Actions implemented in these communities can and should be adopted elsewhere in 
communities that are vulnerable to damage from wildfire. These leaders show a path 
forward that often could be implemented by others. 

The analysis of lessons learned from these case studies is organized around five 
topics: 

  	 •	 The trigger for action 
	 •	 Building back better in recovery 
	 •	 Understanding risk and vulnerability 
	 •	 Strategic partnerships and collaboration 
	 •	 Public awareness, engagement and participation 
	
The trigger for action 
 
Most communities in this report experienced a wildfire in or near their community. 
Slave Lake, for example, experienced extensive destruction of homes and buildings in 
2011. A fire burning toward Thompson fortunately burned north of the community 
due to shift in the winds. Swan Hills, Napatak, Wadin Bay and Killarney have 
experienced evacuations. Fires have affected communities near Canmore, Kamloops, 
Logan Lake, Nelson, Quesnel, the District of North Vancouver, Elliot Lake and 
Enterprise. 

Most of the communities recognized for taking action have firsthand knowledge of 
the threat and took steps to ensure they will be prepared when the hazard returns. 
Wadin Bay is notable in that regard. After a fire threat in 2006, the community 
implemented a multi-year strategy that was successful in preventing damage when 
a major fire approached in 2015. The actions celebrated in this report have been 
proven to be effective in reducing the risk of fire damage. 

Beyond previous fires, some other factors were identified as triggers that resulted in 
local action. For instance, Calgary is concerned about the impact of wildfires on the 
quality of its drinking water. Kamloops identified community concerns about drought 
and water scarcity as an opportunity to also reduce the risk of damage from wildfire. 
Rocky View County sought to address homeowner resilience to fire and flooding in a 
single program. 
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Most communities in this report were motivated by experience with fire in or 
near their community and a desire to ensure preparedness for future threats, but 
a number of other factors were also identified. As argued eloquently by Mayor 
Simpson, local leaders seek to own the major issues facing their community and this 
mindset can and should be applied to wildfire. 

Building back better in recovery 

The residents of Swan Hills evacuated the community in 1998 due to the risk 
of fire. Since that time the community has prioritized action to reduce the risk 
of fire damage. The community may have been the first in Canada to introduce 
requirements for fire resistant roofing and protection near buildings for new and 
existing structures. 

Thompson experienced a number of close calls with fire threatening the community, 
including severe threats in 2003 and 2017. The community developed a detailed 
protection plan that included the use of GIS mapping to create sprinkler deployment 
plans to protect people and structures. 

The threat of fire damage in Wadin Bay in 2006 resulted in important risk reduction 
action. The community invested in pumps and hoses that could be applied to 
suppress fires. Sprinklers were installed to protect structures. The community was 
prepared when a major fire approached in 2015, and losses were prevented. 

Figure 2: Several communities invested in hoses, pumps and other firefighting equipment to be 
better prepared for future firefighting needs. (Source: Adobe Stock Photo)
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Slave Lake experienced significant losses when fire entered the community in 2011. 
The community sought to inform the recovery with knowledge about best practices 
as set out by FireSmart Canada. Research by the Institute finds that homes destroyed 
by fire were rebuilt with fire resistant roofs and most homes that were rebuilt 
implemented vegetation management practices to establish zones of protection as 
layed out by FireSmart. 

These communities were directly threatened by fire and responded with actions, so 
they are now better prepared if or when they are threatened again. Loss events and 
events that almost resulted in significant damage can serve to build public support for 
strong action to reduce the future risk of damage. The prospect for transformative 
action is greatest in communities that develop pre-disaster recovery plans. This 
approach was first developed in the United States and Japan and is beginning to 
emerge in Canada. Community wildfire protection plans can be modified to include 
pre-disaster recovery guidance. 

Understanding risk and vulnerability 

Most of the communities celebrated here began their efforts with a formal and 
independent assessment of the risk of fire in their community and the identification 
of specific risk reduction actions. Development of a community wildfire protection 
plan includes a description of the local area, including an overview of the impact of 
past fires and links to other community plans. It also includes a detailed assessment of 
values at risk, including the state of homes, critical infrastructure and major employers, 
a review of wildfire threat, including an assessment of fire history in the area, a review 
of fuel management and FireSmart activities, and an assessment of fire response 
capacity to suppress fire and protect structures. 

Some recommendations required change in by-laws and community plans. Others 
required funding. Several communities updated their Protection Plan after about 
10 years to assess progress made and reflect change in the community and the 
landscape. 

The availability of provincial funding to support wildfire assessments can provide a 
foundation for local leadership. Botwood, Canmore, Elliot Lake, Enterprise, Killarney, 
Logan Lake, Nelson, the District of North Vancouver, Penticton, Quesnel, Slave Lake, 
Thompson and Wadin Bay each identified that they had completed a community 
assessment. 

It is common for emergency management officials to use a common analytic 
approach when addressing more than one or a broad range of natural and technical 
hazards like winter storms, severe weather and train derailments. A case in point is 
Rocky View County, where fire and flood risk to homes was assessed.  In contrast, 
wildfire management plans typically focus on a single hazard and assessment 
professionals tend to be specialists. 
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Logan Lake was the first community recognized as a FireSmart community, while 
Botwood was the first in Newfoundland working towards it. Enterprise was the 
first community in the Northwest Territories to receive that acknowledgement. All 
their efforts began with research into the best practices to protect communities. 
Bruderheim found that there are health risks for the community from smoke, and this 
influenced the approach adopted. Research by Calgary determined that the threat 
of wildfires upstream presented a significant threat to the quality of the community’s 
drinking water. An initiative involving the Shackan Indian Band and Xwisten First 
Nation focused on re-instating cultural burning practices. 

A lesson learned from these case studies is the importance and value of taking 
time to understand the factors contributing to the risk of loss and best practices to 
reduce the risk. Effective actions identified in these cases were consistently based on 
thoughtful analysis and sound science. 

Strategic partnerships and collaboration 

Case studies celebrating community leadership to reduce the risk of loss and damage 
consistently identify partners that were critical to achieving success. Collaboration 
is important but is often difficult to initiate and sustain. Participants typically have 
different objectives and focus. These case studies report initiatives that were 
successful in building and managing these coalitions. 

Figure 3: Many communities, such as Wadin Bay, recommended the use of sprinkler kits to 
protect homes. (Source: Denis Renaud, Community of Wadin Bay)



11

Several communities, like Canmore, reflect on the importance of partnership 
between the Fire Agency and the planning department. A driver for increased risk 
of fire in the community may involve new, unguided development in zones of risk. 
Information from a wildfire protection plan can be included in community by-laws 
and planning documents. Many leading communities require specific risk reduction 
practices for new construction, like fire resistant roofing, and some extend this to 
existing structures. Most also focus on vegetation management by the community and 
private property owners. 

In Kamloops the Natural Resources crew worked with the Fire Department 
to create a brochure that combined a list of xeriscape plants with broader 
FireSmart landscaping strategies. Most communities, like Quesnel, report a stronger 
collaboration with provincial, territorial and national fire agencies. Fuel reduction 
solutions may involve thinning programs and controlled burns. 

The Fire Chief in Penticton recognized that established skills in supressing structural 
fires could be strengthened to also ensure operational preparedness for risks 
associated with wildfire. The Chief partnered with the British Columbia Wildfire 
Service and Office of the Fire Commissioner to provide a Wildfire Urban Interface 
Training Symposium for municipal firefighters. 

Calgary’s Source Watershed Risk Characterization Study found that wildfire could 
threaten the quality of the city’s water supply and the vast majority of the area at risk 
is located beyond Calgary’s borders. Partnership and collaboration will be critical to 
achieving the objectives of the City. 

The ‘Resilient Rurals’ partnership formed by Bruderheim sought to formalize 
collaboration with neighboring communities. The District of North Vancouver works 
in collaboration with other communities on the north shore, First Nations, Metro 
Vancouver and BC Hydro. The fire and flood initiative in Rocky View County was 
generously supported by funding from the Canadian Red Cross. Both Wadin Bay and 
Elliot Lake worked with local cottage associations. Killarney partnered with Canadian 
National Railway and Henvey Inlet Wind, which provided financial support to 
implement mitigation measures with regard to vegetation in high-risk areas. 

Public awareness, engagement and participation 

Successful local leadership included action to improve public awareness of fire risk 
and increase participation in risk reduction activities. Nevertheless, available data 
consistently find that most property owners fail to fully implement wildfire risk 
reduction activities. More progress is essential. 

Much of the risk that fire will enter a community and spread is found on private 
property. Communities can and should reduce fire risk in parks and nearby crown 
lands; however, the greatest scope for fuel reduction often involves action by private 
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property owners. Bruderheim designed a program to inform homeowners about fire 
and flood reduction through lessons taught at school. Children were asked to speak 
with their families about fire and flood protection. Kamloops developed brochures 
for homeowners describing plants best suited for fire resilience and the dry climate, 
including advice about how to locate the plants and the use of mulch to reduce fire 
risk. The City of Nelson worked with local nurseries to share the information with 
homeowners and landscape professionals. 

Canmore, Logan Lake and others offer local homeowners a FireSmart assessment. 
This information supports homeowner participation in wildfire risk reduction. 

Canmore, Nelson, District of North Vancouver, Swan Hills and others established 
local regulations and requirements that new homes be built with a protection zone 
around structures and fire-resistant materials. Swan Hills requires fire risk reduction 
practices for new and existing buildings. 

Several communities participate in FireSmart Wildfire Community Preparedness 
Day to engage volunteers in fuel reduction across the community. Funding for this 
program is provided by the Co-operators Insurance, the Institute for Catastrophic 
Loss Reduction and the National Fire Protection Association. 


