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Federal emergency preparedness in Canada is at a low ebb. Its evolution since 9/11 has been uneven, slow, and for the most part, disappointing. This paper examines twelve of what must be considered as basic elements – or nuts and bolts if you will, - which contribute significantly to a well-constructed national emergency preparedness plan.  A description and analysis of each is provided. The current state of Canada’s emergency preparedness is exposed by this investigation and the news is not very good. The chosen “dozen” are as follows;

1.   Federal Government Continuity

2.   The Joint Emergency Preparedness Program (JEPP)

3.   Chemical, Biological Radiological, Nuclear & Explosive Events (CBRNE)

4.   Urban Search and Rescue (USAR)
5.   Disaster Assistance Response Team (DART)

6.   National Emergency Stockpile System (NESS)

7.   Public Emergency Warning System
8.   Use of Canadian Forces in Domestic Emergencies
9.   Lessons Learned and Best Practices Repository

10. Federal Emergency Training
11. Interoperability of Communications
12. Canada’s Critical Infrastructure (CI)


Four factors can be identified as inhibiting progress in the above-listed elements.  These include: 1) jurisdictional tensions between the federal and provincial/territorial governments; 2) long-standing efforts to obtain private industry’s cooperation to emergency preparedness by volunteerism rather than by Government imposition through legislation; 3) bureaucratic manipulations and misrepresentations of the actual state of affairs;  and 4) a lack of political will on the part of the Government to push emergency preparedness efforts as a national priority. These “inhibitors” affect efforts at improving Canada’s emergency preparedness individually or in combination, and do so to varying degrees of influence. The net effect of all this is to leave Canada less well prepared than it should be for dealing with disasters;  be they caused by human(s) or nature.


For this paper, a slightly modified version of the excellent FEMA definition of “emergency preparedness” will be employed. This reads as follows: 

Preparedness …[is] the leadership, training, readiness, exercise support, and technical and financial assistance to strengthen citizens, communities; state, local and tribal governments; and professional emergency workers as they prepare for disasters, mitigate the effects of disasters, respond to community needs after a disaster, and launch effective recovery efforts. (Haddow, Bullock and Coppola, 2008, p.185)
Since this papers deals with Canada, please substitute “province” and “ territorial” for  “state” and “tribal” in the above.


As for the sorts of research conducted for this study, there are not many academic works published on the topic in question.  Nor has the media been very interested in any consistent way. There has for example, been no investigative journalism conducted on Canada’s efforts at or state of, emergency preparedness.  So most of the research relied on primary resources; especially on documents issued by the Federal Government. The proceedings of four interviews were part of the preparatory work. Two of them were from local Emergency Management Coordinators: Mr. D. Schell, Fire Chief, Township of Minden Hills, Ontario and Mr. P. Kennedy, Director of Emergency Services, County of Haliburton, Ontario. By good fortune, two Senators who sat on the Standing Senate Committee on National Security and Defence (SCONSAD) for all sessions dealing with emergency preparedness since 2001, graciously agreed to be interviewed:  Senator M. Meighen and Senator J. Day. 


The best resource of all derived from the voluminous but fascinating papers generated by  SCONSAD - directly on the topic of Canada’s emergency preparedness. SCONSAD’s  work involved numerous interviews with government officials, academics, emergency management experts et al;  town hall meetings;  questionnaires to first responders; and multiple communications with different Department s of the Federal Government. These efforts culminated in the publication of two reports: one issued in 2004 entitled; National Emergencies: Canada’s Fragile Front Lines and another in 2008,  with the more evocative title: Emergency Preparedness in Canada: How the fine arts of bafflegab and procrastination hobble the people who will be trying to save you when things get really bad…. . Were it not for the work of SCONSAD, the current state of Canada’s emergency preparedness might even be worse off and certainly less well publicized. The two reports each generated over 400 articles in Canada’s media when released. (Senator M. Meighen interview, December 19th, 2008) These Senators and their fellow colleagues on SCONSAD travel across Canada speaking on this topic.


It should be mentioned that there are two facets of emergency preparedness which have achieved considerable progress in Canada. They relate to planning and actions taken by the Federal Government concerning the threats posed by a pandemic outbreak or a terrorist attack. Neither of these is considered herein as it is argued that they do not represent the norm in the current overall state of Canadian emergency preparedness but are rather, exceptional cases. “Exceptional”, because of the impetuses for action provided to each by two main factors: 1) they each have been related to recent, serious disasters suffered at home or close to home e.g.  SARs and 9/11,  and 2) both have international pressures driving them forward and thus provides a motivation to Canada to keep up with the “pack” e.g. WHO and pandemic planning, International anti-terrorism measures such as border control and airport security.


The mandate for the Federal Government’s involvement in emergency preparedness stems from two pieces of legislation: The Department of Public Safety and Emergency Preparedness Act of 2005 and the Emergency Management Act (EMA) of 2007.  The former, earlier Act established the Department of Public Safety and Emergency Preparedness (now called Public Safety Canada (PSC)) under the leadership of one Minister. In a nutshell, the Act provides for:

1. the leadership role of the PSC Minister relating to public safety and emergency preparedness, while respecting the Prime Minister's prerogative in matters relating to national security and the statutory authorities of other Ministers; 

2. the Minister to establish strategic priorities for and coordination of the portfolio agencies, while respecting their distinct mandates as enshrined in their respective enabling legislations; 

3. cooperation with provinces, foreign states, international organizations and others on matters pertaining to public safety and emergency preparedness; and 

4. facilitating the sharing of information among public safety agencies as is authorized under current Canadian law.  (PSC, Act, 2005)

And the later EMA primarily clarifies the leadership role of the Minister of Public Safety and defines his/her’s responsibilities in Emergency Management. In brief, it provides for the following:
1. Gives responsibility to the Minister of Public Safety to provide national leadership and set a clear direction for emergency management and critical infrastructure protection for the Government of Canada; 

2. Clearly establishes the roles and responsibilities of federal Ministers and enhances the Government of Canada's readiness to respond to all types of emergencies; 

3. Enhances collaborative emergency management and improves information sharing with other levels of government as well as the private sector; and 

4. Gives authority to the Minister of Public Safety, in consultation with the Minister of Foreign Affairs, to coordinate Canada's response to an emergency in the United States. (PSC, Emergency Management Act, 2007)


The Ministry of Public Safety, (better known as Public Safety Canada (PSC)) as part of the Government of Canada, is responsible for public safety, policing and law enforcement, corrections and the conditional release of federal offenders, emergency management, national security, crime prevention and the protection of Canada’s borders. The Portfolio of PSC includes five agencies and three review bodies which are integrated and all report to the same minister. (see diagram below) . 
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Together, these agencies have an annual budget exceeding $6 billion* and more than 52,000 employees working across Canada. (PSC, Who we are, 2008)
*All dollar amounts quoted herein are in Canadian dollars unless otherwise noted.
1. Federal Government Continuity


It is incredible to realize that it was just four years ago, when SCONSAD raised the question as to whether the Federal Government’s own departments were being adequately tested to ensure that essential operations would continue to function effectively during and following an emergency. Apparently, during the 2003 blackout which affected central and eastern Canada, the Prime Minister’s office in Ottawa, had to operate by candlelight. This was hardly a confidence-building revelation about Canada’s state of emergency preparedness. 


In its 2004 report, SCONSAD recommended to the Government: “…that Public Safety Canada conduct evaluations to ensure that all federal departments and agencies are able to continue to operate during a crisis and that their preparedness plans are in effect.” (SCONSAD, 2004, p.64)  With the passage of the 2007 Emergency Management Act there is now a legal onus for each Federal Department to prepare an emergency response plan to cover all areas within their mandates. It also authorizes the Minister of Public Safety to “…establish policies, programs, and other measures and provide advice on the preparation, maintenance, testing and implementation of Government of Canada emergency management plans”.( EMA, section 5.8)  So the question is has the Federal Government paid heed to all this?


Some further prodding by SCONSAD finally elicited a response from PSC in a letter dated February 26, 2008. Therein, PSC recognized a requirement for Government’s to have their own Business Continuity Plans (BCPs) in place and acknowledged a responsibility to establish a program to review them. But this did not satisfy SCONSAD which continued to press for definitive answers to the following basic questions:  

Has Public Safety Canada conducted evaluations to ensure that all federal departments and agencies are able to continue to operate during a crisis and that their preparedness plans are in effect? Has it audited the Business Continuity Plans of other departments to ensure that they have systems in place to get through an emergency? (SCONSAD, 2008, p.5)

SCONSAD never did get a suitable answer and concluded in its 2008 report: 

…The Committee presumes that if systems were in place and tested, the responses [from PSC] would say that. They don’t. We simply have no evidence that implementation and testing have taken place. This means Canadians have no assurance that essential government operations will function during emergencies. (Ibid, p.6)

These findings and comments further erode confidence in the Federal Government’s ability to achieve a high level of emergency preparedness.

2. The Joint Emergency Preparedness Program (JEPP)


Section 5.1, of the Emergency Preparedness Act (EPA) requires the Federal Government: “…to provide assistance to the provinces/territories to encourage and support provincial civil preparedness for emergencies and, through provincial governments, local civil preparedness for emergencies, to provide education and training related to civil preparedness for emergencies and to enhance public awareness and understanding of matters related to civil preparedness for emergencies. “ (PSC/JEPP, 2008, Annex A). In the establishment of the Joint Preparedness Program (JEPP) in October 1980, the Federal Government acted pursuant to its legal obligation for providing assistance to the province/territories and municipalities for emergency preparedness.  The primary objective of this new program was described at the time as enhancing the nation’s capability to manage all types of emergencies and encouraging a reasonably uniform emergency response and recovery capacity across Canada.  JEPP is currently administered by the Federal Ministry of Public Safety. JEPP-recipients are confined to provincial or territorial governments though the funding would also eventually reach out to municipalities. The latter could apply for funding through their respective province or territory. The payout protocol was to send the award – in the form of a reimbursement for project monies already outlaid- to the respective province or territory which would then ultimately pay it over to the applicant.  JEPP supports initiatives such as:

· emergency planning, training, and equipment

· critical Infrastructure initiatives

· chemical, biological, radiological and nuclear emergency preparedness

· heavy urban search and rescue

 
To be eligible for JEPP funding, each and every project must have:  i) a clear objective aimed at enhancing civil preparedness or critical infrastructure protection;  ii) a description of how the project would specifically meet the objective in a) and how this would be implemented and verified; iii) an identifiable beginning and end to the project with appropriate, measurable project points; iv) a statement of how the federal investment will be recognized and publicized; v) a  provincial/territorial or municipal  financial commitment made to it. (JEPP funding would pay a maximum of 75% towards any project); and;  vi)  existing emergency preparedness arrangements e.g. emergency plans for a JEPP project to build on. JEPP projects are approved for one year at a time with no guarantee of continuance. (PSC, JEPP, 2008, p.8) Certain limitations are also applied to eligible project costs. For example, there is a $10,000 maximum contribution from JEPP towards the purchase of generators and a $40,000 one for emergency vehicles. Funding for emergency planning is limited to once every five years and to once every three years for the conduct of exercises. The annual total funding for JEPP-approved projects in the current year is approximately $8.4 million. This has helped fund over 430 projects across Canada. Thus the 2008 average federal contribution is about $11,600 per project.  Occasionally, the Federal Government provides extra funding to JEPP which is “earmarked” for specialized project usage. Since its inception, JEPP has committed over $152 million to approved projects which average out to annual expenditure of $5.4 million. (Ibid. p.15) JEPP is the only funding project of its type in Canada and is currently administered by the Federal Ministry of Public Safety Canada (PSC).

The trouble with JEPP


Bearing in mind that JEPP is the primary federal funding mechanism for preparedness and mitigation projects in Canada, its level of spend is paltry. The total 2008 annual budget of JEPP represents a mere 0.14% of the total Federal Government’s annual spending on the public safety portfolio. That sort of money does not go far. Even the Government’s own financial risk assessor, pronounced the program as being “low risk” with a budget which; “…does not represent a significant financial investment”. (PSC, Audit p.14).  This reflects a serious lack of appreciation on the part of the Federal Government about how important preparedness and mitigation projects are in emergency management.  An investment made now can save lives and property later when disaster hits. The reality is that since 9/11, there has not been any substantial financial commitment made by the Federal Government towards emergency preparedness; -despite any rhetoric to the contrary. It is no wonder that only 5% of Emergency Management Coordinators’ indicated in a recent polling that the Federal Government was their community‘s chief resource for funding for emergency management. (95% declared that it was their municipality that looked after it) Nonetheless, as JEPP is the only ‘show in town’, over 80% of municipalities and all the provinces and territories have applied for and received a very modest piece of the limited federal funding pie. (SCONSAD, 2008. p. 178) Requests for more federal financial support made by Canada’s emergency management profession have fallen on deaf ears.  It is short-sighted and verging on being downright irresponsible for the Federal Government not to make more significant investments in preventative measures to contain or restrain future emergencies in Canada.  


Aside from inadequate funding, JEPP has several other inherent weaknesses. The applications process is overly complicated and too lengthy. Sometimes, it even requires full-fledged and expensive audits to be conducted before, during and after the project. The eligibility conditions also rule out all those types of projects which require continuous funding due to ongoing needs. JEPP payments are only provided as one-off capital expenditures. Thus there is no allowance made for equipment maintenance and operations which are of course, normal requirements for many types of emergency equipment. The five-year restriction on funds for emergency planning or for compiling a risk assessment implies a five year update cycle (PSC/JEPP, 2008, Application).  This is far too long a time frame. Emergency planning updates and risk assessments should be conducted at least on an annual basis. (D. Schell interview, Nov. 18th, 2008). 


The funding cycle of JEPP has also proven to be problematic for most municipalities. The application timings are in line with the federal fiscal year whereas the budgets of provinces, territories and municipalities operate by the calendar year. (Ibid) This annoying oversight reveals a serious flaw with JEPP. Those who administer it have not made any real effort to ask those at the municipal or community level in emergency management (such as first responders) where federal funding could best be directed to support local efforts at preparedness and mitigation. Once again, the all- Canadian jurisdictional problem raises its ugly head!  When it comes to JEPP, PSC steadfastly distances itself from the municipalities and only deals directly with the provinces and territories. To those communities whose projects duly qualified for JEPP funding, it must have been particularly galling when their awards were paid over to their respective provinces that in turn failed to re-direct them but instead gobbled the monies up for their own purposes. In 2004, this provincial blockage of JEPP funding was revealed and resulted in some corrective measures being instituted. (SCONSAD, 2004, p. 42).


For the Federal Government to fulfill the admirable objectives it has set for JEPP and in the interest of Canada’s emergency preparedness, it should come up with a more substantial funding formula. As a start, there should be a ten-fold increase made to the current annual funding level. Admittedly, this may be a tall order as we move into tough economic times. But disasters will continue to happen. Greater funding would definitely make a difference at the local level. (Schell interview, Nov 18th, 2008, P. Kennedy interview, November 20th, 2008) The Government should also poll directly all levels of government and other partners involved in emergency management. It should ask them  how JEPP can be improved and what needs and ideas they have for the funding it provides. Then JEPP should be modified accordingly.
3. Chemical, Biological Radiological, Nuclear & Explosive Events (CBRNE) and 
4. Urban Search and Rescue (USAR)

The possibility of a CBRNE event taking place in Canada is terrifying in the extreme. It is difficult to imagine the incredible destruction, devastation and suffering that could result.  Its scope of dire consequences could easily cut across municipal and provincial jurisdictions. The risk of this happening by terrorism or by natural causes on Canadian soil warrants serious efforts being put into CBRNE-related projects to shore the nation’s emergency preparedness stance. The Federal Government, charged with the responsibility for the protection and safety of Canadians, is best-placed to assume a proactive, leadership role in such preparations. In recognition of this, SCONSAD in its 2004 report, urged PSC to equip first responders across Canada for CBRNE emergency duties and then to train them. It also reminded the Government to budget for matching funds to cover the requisite ongoing maintenance costs associated with CBRNE equipment. (SCONSAD, 2008, p. 36) In its recent 2008 report, SCONSAD further advised the Federal Government to develop greater Urban Search and Rescue (USAR) capabilities. Public Safety Canada defines USAR as “ a group of specialized rescue skills supplemented by search, medical and structural assessment resources combined in a mobile, highly integrated team” (PSC/USAR,  2008). Currently, there are five nationally recognized, full-time, USAR teams located in Vancouver, Calgary, Brandon, Toronto and Halifax. Only five such teams exist because of the high expense involved in setting them up and maintaining them in readiness thereafter. These teams are national in scope and thus considered to be federal emergency assets:-  to be deployed by the Government as required, anywhere in Canada. 


The stories of both CBRNE and USAR have hitherto been ones of minimal usage and lacking a federal commitment for further funding. The 2001 federal budget originally earmarked for CBRNE:  $10 million for two years and for the USAR: $20 million for six years. The funds for both were to be administered by JEPP. These are not actually large investments for these type of projects. According to Fire Chief Bruce Burrell, Calgary’s Director of Disaster Services, the USAR funding was poor in comparison to what was spent in the US for a similar sized asset. A U.S. Department of Homeland Security audit report found that American urban search and rescue teams were under funded. And yet, those teams received approximately $7.4 million U.S. per team over a four-year period. The Canadian teams, on the other hand received approximately $2.4 million Canadian per team over a five-year period. (SCONSAD, 2008, p. 37) 


USAR and CBRNE face essentially the same problem: the Federal Government provided startup funds and then forgot about any ongoing need. To be fair, PSC later recognized the shortfall and announced that ad hoc provisions would be made to cover 20007-8 operational and maintenance costs for USAR. (PSC, Performance Report, 2007). But the prospect of future dependable and continuous CBRNE funding is not assured. In response to SCONSAD’s 2004 recommendation to the Federal Government for another 4 years of CBRNE funding at $5 million per year, PSC responded by setting up a working group to assess the need for such funding.(SCONSAD, 2004 p.34) By 2008,  that same working group was still pursuing it’s bureaucratic activities and accomplishing next to nothing in actuality. To put it in the exasperated words of SCONSAD itself:

As for action [by Public Safety Canada], none yet. No guarantee of action in anyone’s lifetime. First responders are waiting, Canadians are at risk, and groups of bureaucrats are still soliciting and drafting and considering. 
Let’s give Nero credit where credit is due. At least he played fiddle. 
(SCONSAD, 2008 p.35)


Other municipalities have now declared a desire to establish their own USAR teams and improve their CBRNE capabilities. But the monies to do this are nowhere to be found. SCONSAD. has discovered that: “…neither large nor small Canadian communities are receiving the funds they require from the federal government’s Joint  Emergency Preparedness Program for defense against Chemical, Biological, Radiological, Nuclear or Explosive (CBRNE) threats, or for Urban Search and Rescue (USAR)”. (Ibid. p. 41)  This no doubt prompted it to recommend in its 2008 report that an “evergreening fund” be established by the Federal Government which would be dedicated to maintaining current CBRNE and USAR capabilities on an ongoing basis. It also called for additional funding to be made available to those smaller communities attempting to set up their own USAR facilities. This idea has thus far fallen onto deaf, federal ears. (Ibid p. 43)


Finally, and this is the rub on this matter, there is the realization that Canada does not even possess available air capacity to move USAR or other security teams plus their equipment inside or outside the country on short notice. This led SCONSAD to recommend “…that the government design a USAR kit that would fit into a Hercules aircraft (or C-17) enabling the Canadian Forces to transport USAR teams to emergency sites across Canada, or internationally, in a timely manner.” (Ibid p.41) No wonder these emergency assets have been used sparingly. 

5. The Disaster Assistance Response Team (DART)


When it comes to emergency preparedness and response, it is very useful to have the ability to deploy rapidly, a well-trained and equipped response team to the scene of a domestic or international disaster.  The Federal Government of Canada has maintained such a Disaster Assistance Response Team (DART) team since 1996. It consists of about 200 Canadian forces who are ready to ship out quickly to conduct emergency relief operations for up to 40 days at a time. Its main goals are to; a) provide basic medical care; b) produce safe drinking water; c) repair basic infrastructure; and d) ensure easy communications channels are up and running. DART has been deployed sparingly and so far only for international emergencies. (CBC News, 2005) In 2004, DART was considered to help the people of Haiti in the wake of devastating tropical storm Jeanne. But the Government decided against deploying it because it was deemed too expensive to do so. Part of the problem was evidently the lack of available air lift capacity. When this revelation hit the news media, it was regarded by the public as nothing less than a national disgrace.


In 2004, SCONSAD investigated the state of DART and confirmed that it was an under-used asset. It recommended to PSC that its focus be changed to domestic disaster assistance and its dispersed forces brought together to one home location. The Government responded later that same year and agreed to do just this. SCONSAD remained somewhat skeptical (due to prior let down experiences) as to whether the Government would actually follow-through on providing the necessary resources and funding for such necessary items as:  equipment updating, suitable air lift capacity and capability, and training. (SCONSAD, 2004, p.210).  SCONSAD’s skepticism was well-placed as nothing has been changed in the DART program.

With regard to CBRNE, USAR and DART, the Federal Government clearly recognized their respective usefulness to emergency preparedness and response by creating them in the first place. But the federal follow-through has since been very poor. These assets remain under-funded, under-supplied and could perform only limited duties. It is a pity because their potentiality offers so much more to aid and assist Canadians or others when the worst happens. 

6. National Emergency Stockpile System (NESS)


 NESS was likely one of the Federal Government’s best-kept secrets from most of the Canadian emergency management community- including from those most likely to need it- until quite recently. Being a $300 million, federally-funded, national emergency stockpile system administered by the Public Health Agency of Canada (PHAC), NESS is   to provide emergency supplies quickly to provinces and territories upon request and has a 24-hour response capability. It consists of a central depot in Ottawa, eight other warehouses, and 1,300 pre-positioned supply caches strategically located across Canada. The latter are managed jointly by the federal and provincial governments. There is no evidence that information about NESS has ever been disseminated widely to the emergency services at any jurisdictional level. In fact, prior to 2004, very few first responders knew about neither the caches nor exactly what is in them, in what quantity or of what age. According to the PHAC website’s recently posted web page on NESS, the stockpiles primarily consist of hospital supplies including pharmaceuticals and other equipment. (PHAC, 2008) But there are reports that some of the stockpiled equipment is obsolete; dating back to the Korean War. (SCONSAD 2008 p.27)


Nonetheless, NESS sounds like an asset that could be useful to emergency preparedness in Canada.  It bothers SCONSAD intensely that, having inadvertently discovered the existence of the NESS program itself, very few first responders actually knew anything about it.  And of those few who did, most did not did not know where the caches were, what was in them nor how to gain access thereto.  First Responders have never been consulted by PHAC as to whether the contents of the caches matched what they required or duplicated what they already had. (SCONSAD, 2008, p.22)  

SCONSAD made several recommendations in their reports of 2004 and 2008 for PHAC to overhaul the ways in which it manages the emergency caches so that they would better serve the nation’s first responders. The reaction by the Federal Government revealed an overall resistance to budge; being preoccupied with constitutional matters about jurisdiction. The argument used was a follows: The municipalities are meant to be creatures of the provinces. So in times of an emergency, first responders from an affected municipality who wished to gain access to the local caches would first need to make contact with the correctly empowered provincial official for entry clearance. (SCONSAD, 2004, p. 28)  But in an emergency, disruptions and upheavals would likely overwhelm such jurisdictional protocols making them impractical to achieve the quick action needed for safety and survival. By September, 2007 the PHAC which had hitherto been resistant to all suggested changes, finally relented a little and allowed local authorities to be given prior approval to access NESS. SCONSAD reiterated in a 2008 recommendation to the Federal Government that first fesponders should: a) have a greater say in the stockpiling of the caches; b) be instructed on how to access them; and c) include them in their emergency plans and exercises. (SCONSAD, 2008, p.32) To date nothing further has been done by PHAC on this matter.

The sense of SCONSAD’s puzzlement at PHAC’s inaction and the frustration felt is evident when it rhetorically asks:

How can the Federal Government recognize that emergencies happen locally but then hide vital tools like NESS from local first responders? (Ibid. p.29)

NESS is another of those elements relating to Canada’s emergency preparedness which has unfortunately fallen well short of living up to the potential benefits. If the events as presented above were better known, it would likely weaken public confidence in its Government’s ability to prepare for disasters

7. Public Emergency Warning System

The importance of a national public warning system to emergency preparedness is obvious and fundamental. And yet, despite over a decade of intergovernmental discussions, proposals, forums, workshops, hearings, conferences et al, Canada still does not have one in place. No level of government in Canada has the authority to interrupt communications to broadcast a warning or notification to Canadians about an emergency that is imminent, in progress or just ended.  (IC, Public Alerting, 2003-8) 


Being frustrated by the federal delay, Alberta decided to go it alone in 2003 and has established its own public warning system for the province. (EMAlb, 2003) But its system rests on an assumption which would make it nigh impossible to follow suit successfully on a national scale. It depends entirely on the private media volunteering to allow the interruption and then broadcast the message as is.  Any private concern could refuse to interrupt or broadcast altogether, or agree to interrupt and broadcast but amend the message without penalty. Many in the emergency management community feel that this is not a matter that should be left to a question of “volunteering”. (SCONSAD, 2008, p.78) Emergency warning messages, when issued by emergency authorities, should be disseminated verbatim to the public- ideally within about three minutes. There is no room for error or waffling. The safety and security of Canadians depends on it. 


A jurisdictional log jam, which is hindering the establishment of “CANALERT” - the national emergency warning system – involves two issues: 1)  Should each  province or territory be the master of its own public communications domain?  and/or  2) Should government  through legislation, require private media to participate or should it be left to them volunteering to cooperate? The relevant Federal Government agency for this field, the Canadian Radio-Television and Telecommunications Commission (CRTC) has been trying for sometime to work out –a series of voluntary agreements with private media owners. But it is taking far too long. (Gow, 2007, p.277-8) And time is of the essence on this cause. Canada needs an emergency public warning system in place forthwith. The Federal Government must take the bull by the horns. It should legislate CANALERT into being with a ‘trigger” procedure laid out to interrupt and broadcast on radio and television stations, send messages to mobile phones, and update a national emergency website.  Authority should also be given to PSC’s Minister as well as to provincial and municipal leaders to decide when such alerts should be issued and disseminated through the media. Canadians would understand and support the Government’s motives in tabling such legislation in the House of Commons.  

8. Use of Canadian Forces in Domestic Emergencies

A useful device to any good emergency preparedness tool box is the option of deploying the country’s military forces for assistance. Unfortunately, this “optional tool” cannot be entirely relied upon by Canada’s Government through no fault but its own. What is worse is that this situation has been known about for some years. In 2004, Lieutenant-Colonel Blair McGregor caused a stir when he reported to SCONSAD:

People in the local area …look to [us] as a source of immediate disaster relief…We do not train for that and we are not funded for it…There is a bit of a disconnect between what the public expects and what we can provide. This is a significant problem. Should there be a major calamity …we would be looked upon as not being up to the task.. (p.45)

 This revelation had the same effect on SCONSAD as would have holding up a red flag to a bull. It set about investigating the prospect of bringing Canadian Forces into the realms of domestic emergency preparedness and response. SCONSAD soon determined and recommended to the Federal Government that Canadian Forces should improve their capabilities to respond to national emergencies in six ways: 1) by ensuring that they were equipped and trained to deal with domestic emergencies; 2)  by becoming involved in regional emergency planning; 3)  by increasing the role of the Militia as a civil defense force; capable of quickly aiding local authorities in the event of a national emergency; 4) by involving the Militia in emergency planning and training in conjunction with municipalities across the country; 5) by equipping and training the Militia for emergency preparedness operations; and 6) by including and specifically recognizing these Forces as an asset in national emergency preparedness planning. (SCONSAD, 2004, p34, p37) Had these recommendations been followed, it would have closed a gap in Canada’s emergency preparedness stance. Instead, the Government’s responses to the above recommendations during the years that followed left much to be desired.


For example, in a response made to SCONSAD regarding the above recommendation 3) for a civil defense force, the Department of Defense stated on August 14th, 2006,  that the Canadian Forces (CF)  “…continue to examine ways to introduce dual-role capabilities for the Reserves….”.  For SCONSAD, this was “bureaucratese” for saying “ways have not yet been found”.  And it was not put off when it received the mind-boggling response to a question of whether the Reserves will be given a CBRNE role.

This capability is being developed within the Army’s capability development process and is being studied in conjunction with the overall CF requirement to provide such a capability. (SCONSAD, 2008, p.11)

This is so-called bureaucratic “bafflegab” at its best. SCONSAD was not impressed with this response- to say the least. In fact, it supported the idea of using Reserves to respond in emergencies but for one important omission- there have not been any spare reserves to be had in the Canadian Forces for the past few years! Canada’s Forces have been severely stretched due to ongoing commitments at home and abroad such as its’ military commitment in Afghanistan. The military has also suffered from recent poor recruitment drives and an increasing attrition rate. 



In 2008, the Canadian Government announced a new Canada First Defense Strategy which defined two core missions for Canadian Forces relevant to emergency preparedness:  1) to respond to a major terrorist attack and 2) to support civilian authorities during a crisis in Canada such as a natural disaster. (Department of National Defense, 2007-8, p. 22).  The Defense Minister at the time, followed this up with an announcement that the “Canada First” concept would be supported by the creation of “Territorial Defense Battalion Groups”:- each with 100 regular soldiers to be located in 12 cities across Canada. This commitment notwithstanding, these battalions have to date, not been brought into existence. The Government simply has not followed through with its pledges; in this case to the detriment of Canada’s emergency preparedness. SCONSAD draws an unpleasant conclusion when it states:


Canada [First] will fail in parts of its mandate until and unless a Canadian Government finally provides our military with the funding required to come to the rescue of Canadians at home while serving their interest abroad. As a result, first responders cannot be assured that Canadian Forces personnel will be ready to give them a hand in times of crisis. (SCONSAD, 2008, p. 19) 

So as things now stand, Canada’s first responder’s cannot actually know what to expect from Canadian Forces in time of crisis. And therefore, most of them will likely continue not including them in any significant way in their emergency preparedness planning. This state of affairs is clearly not in Canada’s best national safety and security interests.
9. Lessons Learned and Best Practices Repository

A practical step to enhance Canada’s emergency preparedness- neither costly nor difficult to achieve- would be for the Federal Government to establish   a national “lessons learned”, “best practices” repository.  Such information could be a) comprehensively compiled on those past emergencies domestic or international relevant to the Canadian experience; b) kept up to date thereafter; c) analyzed and presented according to a well-devised template; and d) made accessible, presentable and easily available (e.g. website)  to governments and other interested parties active in the field of emergency management and beyond. As such, it could act as an excellent preparedness tool. A very positive consequence of the repository would be improved emergency decision-making with less delays and mistakes being made. Standards would evolve from an accumulation of best practices. If done correctly, such a repository could be the envy of the world—and could even be made accessible to interested international parties. There is an opening here for the Federal Government to take a leadership role.. It should do so. Such a project would be a real achievement and a credit to Canada.


Certainly SCONSAD saw some value for emergency preparedness and response by creating a repository. In its 2004 report, it recommended that PSC: a) structure a “lessons learned” archive to be up to date and “historically deep” and accessible to first responders; b) act as a “clearing house”  and distribute “lessons learned” information  to other jurisdictions as required; and c) prepare and publish a public report within a year of  an emergency, outlining the “lessons learned” from the event and the various responses to it (so as to infer best practices). PSC’s response to SCONSAD was that it would produce such a website on “lessons learned” by about Spring 2009! Evidently the Government was in no rush to do this nor would even guarantee that it would be done!  In 2008, SCONSAD wanted a progress report from PSC on this matter. What it got was statements full of “Bureaucratese” finding a hundred ways to say “slow”. (Ibid p.56)


On the question of “best practices”, SCONSAD recognized it as vital to emergency preparedness for there to be one central source distributing such information to first responders: In its own words: “How can we talk about emergency preparedness without doing everything in our power to ensure that first responders are as prepared as they can possibly be?” To this end, it recommended in its’ 2004 report, establishing “… a peer review system among emergency managers and first responders to ensure that best practices are being implemented and to foster greater interoperability” (SCONSAD, 2004, p.57).


Once again, the jurisdictional argument was used by the PSC to explain why movement on this matter was creeping along so slowly. It beggar’s belief that  
a national online repository is so controversial that the FPT and municipalities cannot agree to move on the project with alacrity. In fact, it may be just an excuse for procrastination on the part of the Federal Government. (Senator Day interview, 12/19/08) The frustration of SCONSAD is palpable from its recent statements: 


It is one thing if the federal government feels it must go through the provinces and territories to get equipment and training to first responders. But to get information to them? To let them in on what people with experience have discovered about the best way to deal with various types of emergencies? If the federal government cannot find a way to distribute this kind of information to municipal emergency coordinators across the country, it should start funding as institution that will. (Ibid, p.64)

Given the long-running constitutional difficulties in any endeavour involving the three orders of government, perhaps an independent institution, outside of any level of government, could circumvent constitutional boundaries and instead of spending time wrangling over jurisdiction, just sit down and actually consider what sort of best practices would befit the first responders of the nation (ibid, p.68)


SCONSAD is on to something here. There exists an opportunity for a non-governmental organization to step in and produce an online catalogue of “lessons learned” and “best practices”. Ideally, this would suit a university. Graduate-level students under the guidance and direction of their Professors could be involved in doing the leg work in conducting the research. It would be to their academic benefit as it would towards meeting the project’s objective. The most suitable candidate for this job would be York University in Toronto which runs one of the two Master degree programs in Emergency and Disaster Management. York University is a world-recognized place of learning, has a separate Department in this field which includes several eminent, full time faculty members, and is located in a large, modern city. Its first class of MA students in emergency and disaster management will graduate this coming spring.

10. Federal Emergency Training


An important aspect of a well-rounded emergency preparedness program is the availability and scope of the training offered to the emergency management community. To its credit, the Federal Government has been providing a range of courses to cover various topics in emergency management for over 25 years. 


The Federal Government of Canada delved into the business of emergency training – mainly for civil defense- in 1951 with the establishment of the Federal Civil Defense Staff College located in Ottawa. In 1972, the Canadian Emergency Measures College opened in the city of Arnprior, Ontario and offered courses to municipal officials and employees which focused on dealing with peacetime disasters. It 1985, the College was renamed to become the Canadian Emergency Preparedness College and was offering over 100 course, workshops and seminars. In 1993, a Federal/Provincial Strategy for Training and Education in Emergency Preparedness and Response (Training Strategy) was agreed upon. It involved a 5–year training program during which the provinces and territories would assume a greater responsibility for their own training. A National Training Strategy was developed from this in 2001. It provided a framework for the development of a sustainable emergency management training program. In response to 9/11, a federal program of courses in CBRNE was developed and offered commencing 2003. This latter program was very over subscribed. First Responders among others complained that there were not enough courses available for essential CBRNE training. (SCONSAD, 2004, p.58)

In 2003, the College was renamed: the Canadian Emergency Preparedness College and moved into a new purpose-built educational center located in Ottawa. In 2004, the College became part of the portfolio of PSC. In 2006, the College was renamed: The Canadian Emergency Management College (CEMC). A Strategy for Emergency Management Training in Canada (SEMTC) was published that same year as a result of an FPT review, and CBNRNE courses were greatly expanded. The SEMTC sets forth jurisdictional guidelines, confirming respective and distinct provincial and federal “patches” for training while at the same time calling for collaboration to ensure that courses offered are, insofar as possible, complementary with each other. (SEMTC, 2006, pp.1-4) Over 100,000 emergency management persons have attended College programs offered by the CEMC. (CEMC website, History, 2008)

11. Interoperability of Communications


The level of interoperability of communications between Canada’s emergency services is very poor. There are problems in this regard within each political jurisdiction and even worse ones- between them. The evolution of Canada’s emergency services has included an uneven and disorganized patchwork of communication systems. It has left the question of interoperability in something of a mess. This problem has been recognized for many years as a major headache at the municipal and county levels. (P. Kennedy interview, November 20th, 2008 )   


Unfortunately, little has been done since 9/11 to rectify the situation. Canada badly needs a national strategy in place to bring about a unified, secure and reliable communications network for the emergency services– preferably using wireless handhelds  -which is entirely cross-compatible at all levels of government and service areas. This issue is prone to get bogged down in jurisdictional tug of wars. It is not in Canada’s national interest for this issue to be stifled from making headway. To bring this about requires leadership, commitment and funding. The Federal Government is best-placed to initiate, push, persevere to accomplish this task. Considering that interoperability during an emergency can be the difference between life and death, time is of the essence.


SCONSAD, declared in 2004, that the ultimate communications objective is for:  “Each order of government [to] create the capacity to communicate with its first responders, within itself and with other orders of government. All systems should have wireless back-ups.”  It recommended that the Federal Government enter into negotiations to equip the entire first responder community with handheld communications devices and   pledge to cover one third of the cost. The remaining costs would be divided between the provinces/territories and the municipalities. A 50% federal contribution would have been a better suggestion. It would have given the Government more credibility and provide a more enticing carrot for the other jurisdictions to cooperate towards reaching an agreement in a timely fashion.


In 2006, the PSC responded to SCONSAD’s recommendation with the same six words it had used time and time again in its communications- “… words which should be carved in stone in front of [that organization’s] Ottawa headquarters”; a working group is being established.” (SCONSAD, 2008, p.82)   SCONSAD also received other PSC responses on interoperability which included multiple uses of “the language of lassitude” such as: “seeking a formal FPT forum” and is “engaging with the provinces” and “facilitating discussions with the provinces”.  (Ibid.)  As far as SCONSAD is concerned, these sorts of responses amount to a bureaucratic façade to cover up government procrastination. (Senator Day interview, December 19th, 2008)  Even in efforts to get its own house in order, the Federal Government moved at a snail’s pace. Finally, as late as this past February, 2008, PSC announced that a Federal Committee would be formed consisting of several key Departments to assist in the creation of a National Public Safety Radio Communications Strategy.  This announcement, a long time in coming, is a move in the right direction. The “Strategy” will deal with developing cross-border interoperable radio communications, governance issues involving multiple jurisdictions and mandates and “…policy formulation to guide first responder communities in the planning, implementation and use of interoperable radio communications equipment.” (Ibid. p.84) The trouble is that this Committee has not set any time limits or deadlines for action. Senator Joseph Day, a member of SCONSAD recently remarked: “ Well at least it [interoperability] is now widely recognized as a significant problem for Canada’s emergency preparedness and firmly on the agenda for solution by all levels of governments.” (Senator Joseph Day interview, December 19th, 2008)

Other jurisdictions across Canada have little faith in the Federal Government making much progress on interoperability and have acted.  Most notably, the Province of Alberta has created a provincial strategy and announced that by 2010, a first-responder’s province-wide communications system will be up and running. The Federal Government needs to follow suit and push the envelope forward on bringing communication interoperability to the emergency services in Canada. It should also set a 2010 deadline for so doing. 

12. Canada’s Critical Infrastructure (CI)

It is more than seven years after 9/11 and Canada still does not have a coherent, coordinated strategy to protect the nation’s critical infrastructure from terrorists or natural disasters. This is a particularly disappointing state of affairs since the Federal Government has actually focused a great deal of attention on this issue during this period. Bearing in mind that the care and protection of a country’s vital infrastructure is a fundamental feature of emergency preparedness, why cannot Canada get it’s together on this important and pressing matter?


According to PSC, Canada’s critical infrastructure consists of: “… those physical and information technology facilities, networks, services and assets, which if disrupted or destroyed, would have a serious impact on the health, safety or economic well-being of Canadians or the effective functioning of governments of Canada.” (PSC, About Critical Infrastructure, 2008) That Canada has vulnerabilities which could be exploited by a disaster is quite evident. Consider just a few of them: CANDU nuclear power reactors in three provinces, uranium mines and transport,  huge electricity transformers near high population centers, hydro generation plants next to dams, offshore oil drilling platforms, the Alberta tar sands’ oil  production center at Athabaska , oil and natural gas pipelines and electricity lines criss-crossing the country for thousands of miles.  (Shull, 2006, pp. 5-12)  To preserve and protect this complex infrastructure is no easy task. It requires discussions, negotiations and planning with various governmental and community jurisdictions a well as with the private sector.


About 85% of Canada’s critical infrastructure is owned and controlled by private industry (much of it is foreign-owned) or by governments other than the Federal Government. Its minority holding notwithstanding, the Government has a fundamental responsibility for protecting critical infrastructure since this is a matter of national security and directly involves the safety and security of Canadians. In addition, the 2007 Emergency Management Act affirms federal authority over critical infrastructure protection thus creating a legal obligation for the Federal Government to play a leadership role. (SCONSAD, 2008, p.98) And finally, there are so many different stakeholders involved with Canada’s critical infrastructure, that a federal authority must take charge to coordinate all of these interests for the overall national interest. 


From 2001 onwards, SCONSAD has been pressing the Federal Government to get on with issuing a National Critical Infrastructure Assurance Program (NCIAP).  These overtures fell on deaf federal ears until 2007 when PSC drew SCONSAD’s attention to a new effort being made to draft Canada’s first National Strategy for Critical Infrastructure Protection. The intent was to finalize the strategy and action plan by 2009. There would also be a National Exercise program in place which would include exercises involving critical infrastructures. (SCONSAD, 2008, pp. 103-4)  In 2008, the PSC issued a draft document entitled; Working Towards a National Strategy and Action Plan for Critical Infrastructure (Strategy). 


The intent of PSC’s Strategy is to elicit the voluntary cooperation of all stakeholders in Canada’s Critical Infrastructure rather than by achieving their behavioral change through new legislation. The three objectives of the Strategy are to 1) build trusted and sustained partnerships; 2) implement an all-hazards approach to risk management; and 3) share and protect information among partners and key stakeholders in a timely fashion. The Strategy has been intentionally positioned as a high-level, principles-based document to accommodate the multiple parties involved. The complexity involved in a national critical infrastructure strategy which relies entirely on voluntary cooperation, can be appreciated when it is understood how many different parties could potentially be involved. These could include “…more than a dozen federal departments, federal agencies, the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, Canada Chemical Management, Canadian Security Intelligence Service, Integrated Threat Assessment Centre, ten provinces, three territories, provincial agencies, and countless private owner-operators of critical infrastructure , all suffused with various regulations, constitutional considerations, customs and politics.” (McLeod, Ottawa Citizen, 2008) The situation is further complicated by the fact that the Strategy calls for the division of critical infrastructure into ten sectors; all of which are to be cross-referenced.(PSC, Strategy, 2008)  


What the Strategy may offer in objectives and principles it lacks in concrete, practical actions to protect critical infrastructure. There are no answers as to who does what when disaster strikes or on how to manage the consequences. No definition is provided as to exactly what constitutes “critical national infrastructure”. There is no prioritized listing of critical infrastructure. There is no accepted plan about how responsibilities between governments and private operators are to be determined. What if a private operator decides it cannot sign up to the Strategy once it has been encoded into actions and implemented? No timelines whatsoever are given?  How long will this therefore take?


Professor Martin Rudner, one of Canada’s leading critical infrastructure experts has pronounced the Federal Government’s Strategy as being “…about as useful as a screen door on a submarine.” (M. Rudner, 2008) He points out the reality that: 

 …the Government of Canada has still not been able to establish a centralized, national clearinghouse for information pertaining to threats to critical national infrastructure for its own departments or agencies, or for sharing with provincial, territorial and municipal jurisdictions let alone private owner/operators. (Ibid.)

Dave Redman, a former Director of Emergency Management Alberta has commented that in dealings with federal officials about critical infrastructure, he witnessed: “… a process to try and ensure that bureaucrats took a lot of action to show that they took a lot of action, but with absolutely no effective result. Senior administrative levels were mired in procrastination and fear of responsibility” (McLeod, Ottawa Citizen, 2008). Add to this, the result of SCONSAD’s 2008 polling of first responders across Canada, which finds that only 16 percent of respondents said the Federal Government had identified critical infrastructure. Even fewer believe that they have any responsibility for protecting critical federal assets. (SCONSAD, 2008, p.106). The Federal Government has unfortunately made no effort to contact or share information with first responders across Canada regarding critical infrastructure.(2008, p. 106) This policy vacuum leaves provinces and private-owner operators largely responsible for protecting the country’s critical assets. Already Alberta and New Brunswick have decided to go it alone and embarked on establishing “master plans” to deal with their respective critical infrastructures. 


The Federal Government should be more proactive on the question of critical infrastructure. If necessary, legislation should be used to bring about a program into being and to ensure full participation by all stakeholders. Private companies may be legitimately concerned that secret information which they might have to share about their business pursuant to a national critical infrastructure program could be vulnerable to leaks. They should be reassured by the Government that through a combination of security clearances and legal protections, the chances of this happening would be minimal. Canadians would support a more forceful, leadership role by the Federal Government if it were to bring about significant improvements in protecting Canada’s critical infrastructure thereby improving the county’s emergency preparedness.

Conclusion

It is evident from the above, that Canada’s current emergency response capacity at the federal level, is fundamentally thin, weak and uneven. The “nuts and bolts” elements to an emergency response plan should be ready to go when the worst hits. In Canada’s case they cannot all do so to full effect. The country is not prepared as it could and should be to deal with the next emergency or disaster. And be under no delusions, Canada will face another disaster: it is just a case of when, where, and how encompassing and destructive it will be. Will Canada just muddle through— dealing with an emergency as best it can by mounting a response which relies too heavily on ad hoc solutions?


The Federal Government has thus far been unable or unwilling to take the lead in shoring up Canada’s most basic elements of emergency preparedness. It has fallen into a sort of impotent state; seemingly satisfied with painfully slow and ponderous steps.  It has allowed itself to become a victim to those inhibiting forces which act against progress.


Jurisdictional pressures are of course nothing new in Canadian political affairs. The Federal Government has spent ample time and effort over the past several years negotiating with the provinces and territories on a whole array of emergency management issues and projects. A multitude of “frameworks”, “strategies”, “understandings”, “statements of principles” and the like, have been agreed upon. But very few practical action-plans or implementations thereof, have transpired to achieve effective emergency preparedness. The Government should not be intimidated by the provinces that are jealously guarding their “patches”. (Senator M. Meighen interview, December 18th, 2008)  While it would be wonderful if the private sector volunteered in federal emergency preparedness ventures, the Government; having given ample opportunity for cooperation to be forthcoming, should now do what is necessary to achieve compliance. This may involve legislative measures for important items such as protection of critical infrastructure and a national public warning system.  Bureaucratic resistance or waffling can be overcome if the Government puts a stop it  and decides to move forward with fortitude and deliberation on this policy matter. It is important to bear in mind that the bottom line is the safety and security of Canadians during emergencies and disasters. The national interest must prevail over these “inhibitors”.


A “jolt” of political will is needed to motivate the Government to act to prepare Canada properly for emergencies.  It would be best if this were to come from public pressure on Government or from enlightened, clear-thinking, rational politicians pushing the matter of emergency preparedness to the fore in Government policy-making. It would be unfortunate if it were only as a result of a terrible disaster hitting Canadian soil causing destruction and devastation, made worse by a poor and inept emergency response being mounted, and leading to consequential blame and finger-pointing - that the required political motivation is “kick-started” to getting Canada properly prepared to deal with future catastrophes. 

ACRONYMS

BCP

Business Community Plan

CBRNE
Chemical, Biological, Radiological, Nuclear and Explosive

CEMC 

Canadian Emergency Management College (located in PSC)

CF

Canadian Forces

CI

Critical Infrastructure

CRTC

Canadian Radio-Television and Telecommunications Commission

DART

Disaster Assistance Response Team

EMA

Emergency Management Act

EMAlb

Emergency Management Alberta

FPT

Federal/Provincial/Territorial

HC

Health Canada

IC

Industry Canada

JEPP

Joint Emergency Preparedness Program 

NCIAP

National Critical Infrastructure Assurance Program

NESS

National Emergency Stockpile System (located in PHAC)


PHAC

Public Health Agency of Canada 

PSC

Public Safety of Canada

SCONSAD
Standing Senate Committee on National Security and Defense

SEMTC
Strategy for Emergency Management Training in Canada

USAR

Urban Search and Rescue
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