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Introduction


Canada’s history of disasters and the emergency management systems that have resulted mirrors that of the United States, but it is a distorted reflection. While Canada has not experienced the same number or degree of tragic events, and although the emergency management systems have always been on a smaller scale, emergency management in Canada has, like so many other aspects of the culture, been caught in the wake of the events and developments in the United States. 


This paper looks back over the events that have shaped emergency management in Canada. Although the focus is on local hazards and disasters, it also acknowledges the contribution of foreign events to shaping domestic policies and attitudes. It charts the somewhat erratic path that has taken Canada from the early civil defence measures to the current emergency management system and discusses the implications of the various detours along the way. It concludes with an assessment of future directions and challenges.

Hazards Affecting Canada


Canada is the second largest country in the world covering 9,984,670 square kilometers (or 3,855,174 square miles) and has the world’s longest coastline (202,080 kilometers) on the Atlantic, Pacific and Arctic Oceans. It is located to the north of the United States which is the only country with which it shares a land boundary. It does not have any foreign territories.

While better known for its cold snowy winters, Canada has a temperate climate. Almost all of Canada, except parts of the British Columbia lower mainland and Vancouver Island, experiences significant temperature variations over the course of a year.  Mean daily lows in the winter reach below -30C and mean daily highs reach above +30C in the summer. It is these extremes that best define Canada’s climate.

Canada’s physical geography is equally diverse with fifteen distinct ecozones including mountainous ecosystems in western Canada, and a huge swath of boreal and temperate forests between northern arctic ecosystems and the southern prairie grasslands. With the exception of the northern tundra, most of Canada’s terrain is similar to that of the United States and result from common geological evolution and geomorphic processes.

Canada’s ‘hazardscape’ is, perhaps, slightly less active than that in the United States. This has more to do with the relative sparseness of the population than it does the physical hazard agents. Canada simply does not have as many people exposed to hazards and therefore even significant physical events, such as an F5 tornado, do not result in as severe damage as frequently as in the United States. That does not mean, however, that Canada is without risks. Canada experiences a full range of meteorological, geological and other natural hazards as well as the unintended and intentional events that occurs in its built environment and society. 


Flooding has been Canada’s most expensive hazard in terms of property damage to date. Spring thaw can cause extensive flooding such as in the 1997 Red River flood in Manitoba which resulted in losses totaling $815 million (Cnd$). Heavy rainfall events, often connected to hurricanes on Canada’s eastern seaboard, also cause flood damage. Fortunately the death toll associated with these events is fairly low.

Meteorological hazards vary across Canada. The prairies experience winter blizzards that regularly disrupt transportation. Summer thunderstorms can spawn tornados coast to coast. Hail causes property and crop damage while lightening is a leading cause of wildfire losses across Canada. Extreme heat and cold waves take the lives of the most vulnerable. Communities in northern Canada are experiencing relatively sudden changes in ice conditions and sea level that threaten their way of life.

Canada’s geological hazards present the greatest threat, however, owing to their proximity to large population concentrations. There is a significant seismic risk in British Columbia, especially in the Vancouver area, which could result in a disaster on a scale not yet seen in Canada. Montreal also has a seismic risk that, like the seismicity associated with the New Madrid Fault in the United States, is not fully appreciated by residents or decision makers. Landslides and snow avalanches have caused hundreds of deaths over the years but seldom in single large events. Canada also has volcanic hazards and off-shore seismic threats relating to tsunami in the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans.

Transportation accidents have been significant in Canada for several reasons. The Halifax explosion in 1917 led Samuel Prince to write what is widely considered the first piece of academic research in disaster studies. It was also the largest loss of life (approximately 1960 deaths) in a single event in Canada since confederation. The Mississauga train derailment in 1979 caused the largest peacetime evacuation in Canada and resulted in renewed interest in emergency planning. These occurrences and others like them are signal events that indicate the underlying risks.

Canada has been spared the large scale acts of terrorism recently experienced in other countries such as the United States, the United Kingdom and Spain, and has not seen widespread civil unrest such as the rioting in France in past years or the factional fighting that tears the social fabric of many nations. However, Canada has and continues to experience intentional acts of violence such as the 1989 killing of 14 women at École Polytechnique in Montreal. The most significant event politically and for the development of Canada’s emergency management system was the FLQ kidnappings in 1970, commonly known now as the October Crisis.
Vulnerability in Canada

Vulnerability to disasters can be seen as an outcome of a set of physical, social and economic determinants (Lindsay 2003). Canada was a leader in the adoption of the population health model in health care, and has continued to make the connection between the determinants of health and disaster vulnerability (Powell forthcoming). These factors include social networks and environments; education and literacy; economic determinants; personal coping skills; various physical factors; gender; and culture. Understanding how these factors influence vulnerability or contribute to resiliency in different settings and for different hazards requires further research.  
Canada’s population of approximately 33,500,000 is small given the physical size of the country. The national population density is only 3.3 persons per square kilometer. In comparison the overall population density of the United States is approximately 31 per square kilometer. One major difference, however, is Canada’s population is very concentrated along its southern edge. The overall density is skewed by the three northern Territories that cover 41% of the country’s land but contribute only 0.3% of the population. Of the 100 largest cities in Canada and the United States with population density exceeding 750 person per square kilometer, only 15 are in Canada but these account for almost half of total population. The importance of this is that while most Canadians live in urban communities there is still a significant portion that live in comparatively isolated communities. It would not be unusual for a small community to have its own local resources, but to be hundreds of kilometers from a community with a higher level of service. For example, the hospital in Thompson Manitoba is eight hours away by road from the tertiary care facilities in Winnipeg.

While Canada’s population is small it is also very diverse. Over 18% of Canada’s population was born outside of Canada.  In contrast to the beginning of the last century, most immigrants now come  from Asia instead of Europe.   A similar percentage reported in the 2001 Census that their mother tongue was something other than English or French, Canada’s two official languages. Some jurisdictions face a large number of different ethnic groups and languages which can create challenges for public awareness programs, warning systems and other emergency management response activities. New immigrants may also lack social networks to rely on during emergencies.

Poverty in Canada is also unevenly distributed geographically and by ethnicity. Canada’s Aboriginal population, which represents about 4.5% of Canadians, suffers greater poverty rates than the rest of Canada. Unemployment, an inadequate supply of appropriate and affordable housing, and other social constraints keep approximately 15% of Canadians below the poverty line. This raises concern that these families will be unable to prepare for, cope with, and recover from hazard impacts.

Canada’s emergency management system has been slow to identify the importance of completing risk assessments that include understanding the social vulnerability of the community instead of just focusing on the physical characteristics of the hazards (Haque et al 2004). Some organizations, especially within the health and emergency social services sector, are focusing their attention on this and working with local groups to raise awareness of the issues.

The History of Disasters


Canada, like the United States, has an emergency management system shaped more by its past events than its future risks. This process has been ongoing for as long as Canada has been populated and suffering disasters. Great fires struck many Canadian cities.  St. Johns, Newfoundland burned on 3 separate occasions in the 1800’s (Butler, 2007).  In 1886, Vancouver, British Columbia burned down just a few weeks after forming its first fire department.  In 1904, much of Toronto, Ontario was ravaged by fire. There are historical records and anthropologic evidence of devastating hurricanes on the east coast and earthquakes in the west that date back hundreds of years. However, it has only been in the last 60 years that formal, government sponsored emergency management systems have existed.  Therefore, more attention will be paid to these relatively recent events.
· The Regina Tornado occurred June 30, 1912 causing extensive damage in Saskatchewan’s provincial capital. Estimates of the damage are as high as $4.5 million and the tornado killed 28 people. The resulting economic impact of losing over 400 homes and businesses in the growing city was significant.
·  The sinking of the "Empress of Ireland" occurred on May 28, 1914 when the Canadian Pacific passenger ship "Empress of Ireland" collided with the "Storstad," a Norwegian coal ship, on the St. Lawrence River in Quebec. The quick sinking of the "Empress of Ireland" claimed 1,024 lives.

· Halifax Explosion: As mentioned above, the first milestone along Canada’s emergency management path is the Halifax explosion of December 6, 1917. Early in the morning two ships collided in the busy wartime harbor. One was carrying munitions and caught fire. When it exploded, it killed over 1,600 people and the total fatalities may be over 2,000 when related deaths among the nine thousand wounded and those who died as a consequence of that winter’s conditions are included. This makes it the most deadly technological disaster in Canadian history. The entire downtown area, over 325 acres, was flattened. The recovery effort which involved people from all over the Maritimes, including an emergency relief train that arrived the next day from Boston in an early example of cross border assistance, was equally remarkable (cf. Kitz 1989).
· 1918 Influenza Pandemic: Canada was not immune to the Influenza Pandemic in 1918. An estimated 50,000 people died as a result of the disease, approximately the same percentage of the population as succumbed in the United States. The experience in Canada did demonstrate the wide ranging impacts of a pandemic including the need for better organizational relationships in response (cf. Dickin McGinnis 1977).

· The Newfoundland Tsunami of November 18, 1929 was the result of an undersea earthquake (magnitude 7.2) approximately 250 kilometers offshore of the Burin Peninsula. Several hours later, a tsunami struck forty isolated fishing communities along the coast. Homes were washed away and the fishing fleets the communities depended on were lost. The final death count was 28 and the economic damage was over $1 million. This event highlighted that the risk of tsunami extends far from the epicenter of the triggering earthquake and can impact communities with little or no prior concern with earthquakes (cf. Hanrahan 2004).
· The drought of the 1930’s in Canada’s prairies shared in the experience that affected much of North America. Year after year from 1929 to 1937 the farmers of western Canada faced hardship. Untimely rainfall led to crop failures in many years. Drought conditions with record heat, grasshopper infestations and crop and animal disease combined wider economic problems to create the prolonged disaster (cf. Nkemdirim, and Weber 1999). In the midst of the drought a two week long heat wave, in July of 1936, contributed to the deaths of almost 1,200 Canadians across the country.  
· The Queen Charlotte Islands earthquake, at a magnitude of 8.1, was the largest recorded in Canada since confederation in 1867, occurred August 22, 1949. The epicenter was located approximately 850km NW of Vancouver. While there were no fatalities and damage was limited because of the location, despite Modified Mercalli Intensities of VII to VIII, this earthquake continues to serve as a warning to residents of British Columbia. 
· The 1950 Red River Valley flood impacted farmers with too much water only a decade after extensive drought. The flood was the result of spring thaw combining with heavy rains in early May and lasted 51 days. At its peak, it covered over 1,500 square kilometers. One tenth of the City of Winnipeg was flooded when sandbag dykes failed during a storm. In response to this event the provincial Premier asked Canada’s Prime Minister to declare a state of emergency and flood fighting was placed under the command of the army. In the end, there was only one fatality but over 100,000 people were evacuated and 5,000 homes, farms and business were damaged. The final cost was placed at over $1 billion. A flood diversion project, the Winnipeg Floodway, was constructed in the 1960’s as a result of this experience. It was the largest earth movement project in the world exceeding other projects of the time including the Suez Canal. The Winnipeg Floodway has protected Winnipeg 20 times, including in 1979 when water almost reached the 1950 flood level, and has proven to be a very successful and often cited example of investing in mitigation. However, the 1997 Red River Flood (see below) took the floodway to its capacity and additional emergency measures were required.
· In 1954, Hurricane Hazel blew up from the Caribbean where it had caused over a 1,000 deaths. After crossing North Carolina and going through Washington DC and New York State it was thought to be dying out, but not before over $1 billion in damages and 100 deaths had occurred in the United States. The storm then intensified and brought 110 kilometers per hour winds and 285 millimeters of rain to the Toronto area. Recent rapid urban development in the region had changed runoff patterns and inadequate storm sewer systems were incapable of handling these volumes. The Humber River flooded quickly and 30 people died when 14 homes on Raymore Drive were washed away. In total, 81 lives were lost and damages are estimated at $1 billion. Hurricane Hazel led officials to undertake a regional approach to extensive drainage and flood control measures. 
· Aircraft accidents were the most deadly disasters of the 1960’s in Canada. A total of 386 people died in just five separate crashes, the largest being 118 passengers and crew of a DC-8 that crashed taking off from Dorval Airport in Montréal on Nov 29, 1963. 

· FLQ October Crisis: While the flood related deaths and damage of the 1950’s may have drawn attention to the need for planning for “peacetime” disasters, it was the controversial use of the War Measures Act during the 1970 FLQ October Crisis that eventually led to real change in Canada’s emergency management system. Relatively peaceful social unrest had been brewing in Quebec for a decade in what is known as the "Quiet Revolution." However, the Front de Libération du Québec (FLQ) began using violence to promote its demands for Quebec independence including a series of small scale bombings. In October 1970, the FLQ kidnapped two political figures: James Cross, the British trade commissioner, and then Pierre Laporte, the minister of labour and immigration for the Province of Quebec. In response to these kidnappings and subsequent demands, which initially attracted some sympathy from the media, the Quebec government asked for the Canadian Armed Forces to assist police in keeping the peace. Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau used the antiquated War Measures Act to suspend civil liberties and allow for the arrest of almost 500 people thought to be associated with or supporting the FLQ. In an apparent reaction to this crackdown the FLQ murdered Minister Laporte, though fortunately Mr. Cross was later released in a deal worked out with the terrorists. This event, played out in the national media – especially Trudeau’s now famous reply of “just watch me” when asked how far he would go in suspending civil liberties – led the government to realize that better emergency legislation was needed.
· In 1979, a train derailment in Mississauga Ontario caused a huge explosion. Many of the 106 cars were carrying hazardous substances including tank cars containing chlorine next to others with propane. The potential for a toxic cloud of chlorine led officials to order the largest peacetime evacuation of 225,000 people. While there were no deaths this incident did refocus the need for emergency planning.
· The terrorist bombing of Air India Flight 182 which killed 329 people (280 of them Canadians) brought international terrorism to Canada in 1985. The resulting trial cost millions and still keeps the story in the headlines today. Questions of how the investigation and the potential for prevention have influenced the development of Canada’s security community. 
· The 1987 Edmonton Tornado was unprecedented in scale. The large F4 tornado along with heavy rain and hailstorms caused 27 deaths and injured 600, while doing an estimated $665 million in damages. It highlighted that Canada does have a significant tornado risk. As a result of this impact and in the absence of a national public warning program, the Province of Alberta implemented its own province-wide warning system which no other provinces have been able to achieve.
· Flooding: The importance of mitigation and the long-term maintenance of watershed systems was a key lesson from the 1996 Saguenay River floods in Quebec and the 1997 Red River floods in Manitoba. The Quebec floods were the result of heavy rain in a short period into poorly maintained systems of weirs and dams which led to 50 towns being inundated and caused 10 deaths. The Red River spring thaw floods did not have any fatalities but the $800 million in damages would have soared into the billions had the Winnipeg floodway failed. As a result of the experience the floodway is now being enlarged from a 100 year event capacity to be able to handle a 700 year event.
· The 1998 Ice Storm from Ontario to New Brunswick helps prove the adage ‘it never rains but it pours.’ Canada’s two most expensive natural disasters were a drought in 1980 in the prairies and this freezing rainstorm in Ontario. Of the two, however, the death of 28 people, the evacuation of 600,000 and over 250 communities declaring a state of emergency during the Ice Storm makes it Canada’s largest disaster. It was also significant as it struck the nation’s capital and exposed many shortcomings of the national emergency management system. The 2003 blackout in Ontario showed than many of these lessons had not been fully implemented. 
· Concerns about Y2K, the potential impact of computer problems when calendars rolled over into the new millennium, were raised by the 1998 Ice Storm and its associated blackout. While it caused far less disruption than anticipated, partly due to active mitigation and monitoring, Y2K did create a closer link between the business continuity practices and emergency management. In Canada, it ushered in the issue of cyber security which would trigger another change in the national emergency management system.
· The town of Walkerton, Ontario’s public water supply killed seven and made 2300 other sick due to an epidemic of water-borne diseases. The judicial report pointed to improper operating practices and has continuing ramifications for the question of how local authorities fulfill their mandates. This and similar cases of unqualified personnel in positions is a strong argument in favor of professionalization and certification which has implications for emergency management.
· The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 may have only killed 24 Canadians but the impact on the economy in this country and the ramifications for emergency management were huge. Thousands of international passengers were hosted by Canadian communities when the airspace was closed. The tightening of border controls in reaction to the persistent myth that the 9/11 terrorists entered the US through Canada also hampered trade and led directly to the current “Security and Prosperity Partnership of North America” (SPP) which includes policies on cross border emergency management activities.
· The 2003 outbreak of SARS, first in China then in Canada and other countries, sounded alarm bells throughout the world’s health emergency management community was in the midst of the growing concern over a new influenza pandemic. The speed in which the disease traveled from rural China to urban Ontario and the impact it had on the healthcare system across Canada was startling and led to the creation of the Public Health Agency of Canada, an offshoot of Health Canada. 
· Later, in 2003 forest fires burned in British Columbia. This was one of the province’s worst forest fire seasons requiring 50,000 people to be evacuated and causing $400 million in damages. This event resulted in changes to the province’s emergency management system which is now preparing for the challenge of the 2010 Winter Olympics.
This review of disasters only touches upon a handful of the over 700 events listed in Public Safety Canada’s disaster database and can not provide the full scope of the risks facing the country. New threats have had unforeseen ramifications, such the impact avian flu and BSE have had on Canada’s agricultural sector.  While every disaster has long lasting implications for the families and businesses that suffer losses, these are events that have also shaped Canada’s emergency management system.
Historical development of Canadian Policy

Emergency management in Canada has been swept along by social and political change without a clearly charted course. The circumstances have not aligned to provide a strong hand at the helm at a time when there has been political will to change direction as there was with President Clinton’s appointment of James Lee Witt to head the Federal Emergency Management Agency in the United States in the 1990’s. Otherwise the historical development of emergency management Canada follows a similar track to what’s happened in its southern neighbor (cf. McConnell 1998)

The Second World War was fundamentally different than previous wars. It extended the threat of violence out to countries around the world instead of the world’s armies gathering on the battlefields of Europe as they had in the Great War. The biggest contributor to this change was the introduction of large scale air forces with the capacity to carry weapons far from the frontlines and even into foreign territory. With this, added to the increasing sophistication of naval power including submarines and the ability to conduct amphibious assaults, the war was suddenly at the back doorstep of North America, especially the coasts. 


This new threat raised the need for an enhanced home guard at a time when there was a generation of veterans from the First World War who were too old to serve overseas again but still active enough to serve in some capacity. The scene was ripe for the creation of civil defence. In 1939, Canada passed the Air Raid Precautions under the Defence of Canada Regulations and designated the federal Department of Pensions and National Health to oversee their implementation. 


These regulations gave special powers to elected officials, usually the provincial premier as a delegate of the federal Minister of National Defence or the Minister of Pensions and National Health. Many of these powers, such as enforcing curfews or ordering evacuations, involved limiting civil liberties to which Canadians were accustomed to. After the attack on Pearl Harbor, the program was renamed Civil Defence and eventually involved 775 communities and about 280,000 members.


At the end of the war, Canada was slow to rescind these powers and was criticized for imposing limits on civil liberties after the need had passed (Philips 1946). However, on the positive side, the peace dividend was hundreds of communities purchasing firefighting equipment from the disbanding civil defence organization. The sense of peace was short-lived and the specter of atomic weapons was sufficient to renew interest in civilian protection in times of war.


In Canada this raised a constitutional problem that had not been resolved in the earlier civil defence structure and still underlies the relationship between the federal government and the provinces and territories. Canada’s Constitution sets out what topics the provinces are responsible to legislate and what topics fall under the federal government’s legislative powers. Unfortunately, the lawmakers drafting the British North America Act in 1867 didn’t foresee the need for civil defence or its application to non-conflict emergencies. While the responsibility for the military is clearly federal (Canada has no equivalent of the United States’ National Guard) the issue of protecting and caring for the public under attack falls more to the provinces’ mandate for healthcare and their responsibilities for local government. Civil defence was therefore decentralized, with the federal and provincial governments sharing responsibilities for planning, training, and coordinating while the local governments (cities and municipalities) were responsible for implementing the program.


The issue of civilian harm caused by military actions also initiated the rootless nature of emergency management in Canada. Civil Defence was initially formed in the Department of National Defence but, in 1951, it was transferred to the Department of National Health and Welfare as it was seen to be a matter of caring for civilians. In June 1957 an agency known as the Emergency Measures Organization (EMO) was set up in the Privy Council Office (Canada’s highest civil service department – similar to the policy support provided to the U.S. President by the White House staff). EMO had responsibility for continuity of government and overall coordination of federal planning. This created two planning agencies concerned with civil defence -- the new EMO and the existing Civil Defence (in National Health and Welfare), which retained responsibility for the well-being and survival of the Canadian people following a nuclear attack.
This division was closed by the Civil Defence Order in 1959, which placed the EMO in charge of civil defence and federal government continuity planning while also permitting civil defence personnel and facilities to be used to meet the humanitarian requirements of peacetime disasters. The next decade saw a continuing focus on preparing for attack with all the provinces passing legislation and forming their own emergency measures organizations. In 1967, Canada EMO was transferred to the Department of National Defence and then a major review, Project Phoenix, occurred in 1968. This identified the potential to expand the official mandate to include natural disasters.


The use of the War Measures Act and the military in response to the FLQ terrorism of the October Crisis was criticized at the time (Maloney 2000). The report issued afterwards recommended that government identify lead departments, which would have primary responsibility for general planning and would assume control in an emergency within the department's normal responsibilities. The remaining departments were deemed to be resource departments to support lead departments. 


In 1973, the Cabinet created a new secretariat in the Privy Council Office, called the Emergency Planning Secretariat, but its responsibilities were delegated to the National Emergency Planning Establishment.  Later, it was then renamed Emergency Planning Canada (EPC) in 1975. In the late 1970s, increasing world tensions and the Mississauga train derailment renewed interest in emergency planning. In 1980, the Emergency Planning Secretariat and Emergency Planning Canada were merged back together within the Privy Council Office with the new creation taking on the name Emergency Planning Canada.

Finally, in 1988, the Emergencies Act and the Emergency Preparedness Act were passed into law. The former replaced the War Measures Act and set out the conditions necessary for special powers to be exercised by the government in emergencies. The latter created a new federal entity known as Emergency Preparedness Canada. Unfortunately it only remained a stand-alone department until 1992, when it was returned to the Department of National Defence and no longer reported to its own elected Cabinet Minister but to the Deputy Chief of the Defence Staff. 

On February 5, 2001, in the lull after Y2K, but before September 11, the Prime Minister announced the creation of the Office of Critical Infrastructure Protection and Emergency Preparedness (OCIPEP). Under the responsibility of the Minister of National Defence, OCIPEP took on a range of cyber-security functions as well as the mandate of the former Emergency Preparedness Canada. This was the first step to reintroducing the domestic security aspects to Canadian emergency management.


Two and a half years later, in the wake of September 11 and the creation of the Department of Homeland Security in the United States, OCIPEP would be integrated into a new department called Public Safety and Emergency Preparedness Canada (PSEPC). The Deputy Prime Minister was also appointed as the Minister of Public Safety and Emergency Preparedness. The new department took on many of the functions previously under the Solicitor General’s mandate and consisted of six agencies: Royal Canadian Mounted Police; Canadian Security Intelligence Service; Correctional Service of Canada; National Parole Board; Canada Firearms Centre and; Canada Border Services Agency. Unlike the integration of the Federal Emergency Management Agency as an entity into Homeland Security, OCIPEP ceased to be and its responsibilities were dispersed into Public Safety and Emergency Preparedness Canada’s departmental structure. 

In 2007, a new Emergency Management Act replaced the 20-year old Emergency Preparedness Act and made emergency planning a responsibility of every federal department with the role of coordination assigned to once again renamed Public Safety Canada. As of the writing of this chapter, in early 2009, Public Safety Canada remains the national emergency management organization.

In parallel to these fluctuations at the national level, each province and territory has undergone its own process of shifting from the cold war attitudes of civil defence to modern comprehensive emergency management. This has varied in speed and content from jurisdiction to jurisdiction. Some provinces, like Ontario and Quebec, have adopted fresh legislation in the past few years to incorporate changes in best practice while others have amended and adjusted laws firmly rooted in those earlier threats and solutions. Overall, however, the provincial emergency powers and organizational structures have more in common than they do differences.

Contemporary Canadian Disaster Policy

Canada does not have complexly detailed disaster management policies. Most of the direction is set in the relevant federal and provincial legislation and related regulations. The Government of Canada and all the Provincial and Territorial governments have agreed on principles set out in “An Emergency Management Framework for Canada” (2007). This acknowledges the importance of the four interrelated functions of prevention/mitigation, preparedness, response and recovery in a balanced and comprehensive risk-based approach. 
The framework outlines nine principles that all the partners agreed to which, considering the different jurisdictional interpretations and practices, was a significant achievement. Three of the principles – responsibility, partnerships and clear communications – focus on the relationships between agencies involved in emergency management. The emergency management programs that result from these relationships are guided by the three principles of being comprehensive, risk-based, and considering all-hazards. Related to this is the principle of resilience – potentially a powerful principle for emergency management today. This approach acknowledges that it is the disaster’s impact on our physical and social systems that matters more than the hazard alone. The principle of coherency of action focuses on the need for coordinated and cooperative activities, especially in response. This could be achieved, for example, through the implementation of an incident management system though these systems are not favored in all provinces. Finally, the importance of implementing lessons from past events and management reviews or exercises is enshrined in the principle of continuous improvement.

Two other federal policies, the Disaster Financial Assistance Arrangements and the National Mitigation Strategy, provide guidance to the distribution of federal funds in recovery and risk reduction activities respectfully. Although they do not carry the same weight of law, as for instance the United States’ Disaster Mitigation Act, these policies do have a significant impact on how the provinces plan and respond to disasters.
Conclusion

The story of Canada’s emergency management system is one of near misses and moving targets. Over the past century, Canadians have experienced horrific events. Some of these, such as the 1912 Regina Tornado, the 1917 Halifax explosion, and the 1918 Influenza Pandemic, had an enormous impact on the affected communities, but are so far in our past that the physical and social scars have faded. More recent events, like the 1997 Red River Flood, Y2K, or Hurricane Juan in 2003, provided dramatic examples of the risks and received widespread media attention, but fell far short of being a maximum credible event. Canada’s society and emergency management systems have not been recently tested to the breaking point in the same way that Hurricane Katrina did in the United States.


Along the way, the direction of Canada’s emergency management system has been, at best, inconsistent and at times capricious. It would be inaccurate to describe it as development or evolution: there has been a distinct lack of continuous forward progress or improvement. The federal government’s emergency management agency, currently Public Safety Canada, has undergone reorganization every three to four years over its 70 year lifespan. The FLQ crisis in 1970 clearly highlighted the need to enact new legislation, but it was 17 years before the Emergencies Act was passed into law – and it has been in place for two decades without ever being used in an emergency.


There is an opportunity to change and improve emergency management in Canada without having to wait for the great Vancouver earthquake or other future event to trigger action. New Zealand has struggled through a decade of reorganizing its antiquated civil defence systems into a modern emergency management system purely to make the system better rather than in reaction to a “9/11” scale game-changing event. The challenge will be aligning the political will to change with the professional knowledge and leadership to make the necessary alterations. It is hoped that this paper may serve as a catalyst to invoke such change without waiting for a disaster that, while possibly more effectual, will carry a heavy cost.
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