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Message from the President 
It is an honour to share with you my 
first President’s message in this special 
Fort McMurray Fire Edition. I want to 
start off by thanking Pamela Kutuadu 
and the Newsletter Committee for 
making this edition possible by con-
necting with our members to share their 
stories -  real, authentic, personal and 
professional stories. No “fake news” 
here. At a time, in the aftermath, when 
main stream media has all but moved 
on, our branch makes the extra effort 
to remember and recount the experi-
ences that teach us so much of both the 
human and professional element. I was 
truly moved by each account and I am 
certain readers will be as well. 
  
As my term has just started, my up-
dates will be concise. Several transi-
tions within the executive are under-
way and need to settle before taking 
the next steps. First of all, a big thank 
you goes out to our Past President 
Thomas Cheung for the hard work and 
commitment he has put forth to the 
Branch and Institute. Past presidents 

have left a legacy of continued forti-
fication of our Branch and CIPHI des-
ignation and I strive to do the same. 
 
We also welcome Geoff Tomko as 
President Elect as he transitions from 
South Zone Councilor and we wel-
come a new Branch Secretary. This 
year also marks the end of term for 
several zone councilors including Arc-
tic zone, North Zone, Edmonton Zone, 
Central Zone and Calgary. For the 
first time, councilors cannot sit for 
more than two consecutive terms to 
encourage new participants and al-
low volunteers to take a much de-
served break. We thank the previous 
executive for their strong support to 
the Branch. New additions will un-
doubtedly bring new inspiration and 
ideas to the Executive Committee and 
I look forward to working with those 
who will be joining the team.  
 
 

Continued on the next page... 
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Be sure to check your emails for a call for expression of 
interest or connect with your Zone Councilor if you are in-
terested in becoming a Zone or Assistant Councilor.  
 
As first time President Elect, I had the pleasure of attending 
national meetings in Edmonton and Halifax with the Na-
tional Executive Council. I am easing into national involve-
ment by contributing to the Environmental Public Health 
Week Committee and the newly formed Advocacy Com-
mittee. The NEC’s organization of tasks on different pro-
jects is something I wish to take back to our Branch Execu-
tive. I can think of a lot of work to be done! 

 
Speaking of projects, I am excited to spearhead the rede-
signing of the CIPHI Alberta Branch website to enhance 
communication and sharing of information with our mem-
bers. Discussions with web developers have our creative 
juices flowing with the endless list of possibilities a new 
website can offer. Baseline goals include making the web-
site more attractive, responsive on computer and mobile 
devices and easier to navigate. Enhanced functions may 
include the use of a calendar to remind members of im-
portant dates, events and professional training opportuni-
ties. The creation of forms may streamline processes such as 
submitting award nominations and registering for courses 
or workshops. In simple terms, it aims to make everyone’s 
life easier and to keep members up to date.  
 
It is fitting to discuss the Fall Educational Workshop taking 
place in Fort McMurray September 21-22. The Planning 

The ABN has welcomed Vicki Wearmouth to the editing 
team. Upcoming this fall we will have a new feature from 
our Alberta Branch Historian, Geoffrey Tomko. Our Zone 
feature will be on South Zone and we will resume with the 
regular ‘What Would Nelson Fok Do’ feature article. I 
also look forward to sharing stories and photos from the 
Fall Workshop being held in Fort McMurray (FMM) in 
September.  
 
Thank you to everyone during the FMM Fires in the stages 
of evacuation, pre-entry assessment, recovery, re-entry 
and the perpetual future state of acclimation to the “new 
normal” in the community. I am astounded by the courage, 
compassion and resiliency of our members during disaster 
efforts.   
 
The ability of CIPHI members to respond with upmost com-
posure and professionalism has been demonstrated nu-
merous times in the past decade: 2011 Slave Lake fire; 
2013 Floods throughout Alberta.  I believe that this was 
demonstrated provincially on a whole other level by each 
of our Zone members in 2016 with the FMM Fires both on 
the “front lines” but also by those that “stayed behind” to 

cover day to day work to ensure business continuity for 
the non-fire affected communities.  
 
It was quite an unusual experience for me, having my hus-
band who works at one of the camps north of FMM being 
kept home as it was not safe for him to go to site for al-
most a month, while I was deployed to assist with the pre-
entry efforts.  Even more amazing was that he had no lost 
wages during this time. As a couple planning our wedding 
this provided a major piece of mind for us during an un-
predictable time. I am grateful that “the industry” stepped 
up to assist in the safe evacuation and the community’s 
recovery.  
 
My own experiences are further discussed later with pho-
tos provided by my coworkers in Central Zone during their 
experiences. Thank you to everyone for sharing your can-
did accounts and photos. I sincerely hope the membership 
enjoys and appreciates your work as much as our editing 
team has.  

Respectfully,  
Pamela Kutuadu 

Editor ABN 

Message from the Editor 

Committee is working diligently and anticipates releasing 
the agenda and registration soon. The huge success of the 
technical tours at last year’s AEC has lead the committee 
to bring back tours again which will provide northern per-
spectives on work camps and the oil sands. Our branch is 
committed to supporting members in attending the work-
shop by contributing thirty $250 bursaries that will be 
randomly drawn from early bird registrations for regular, 
retired and life members. The Planning Committee along 
with the Branch is also looking at avenues to make trans-
portation more efficient and affordable to all those at-
tending. We are hoping for a good turnout for this year’s 
unique location.  
 
It is a pleasure to see that members have tapped into the 
CIPHI in the Community funding for the first time, exactly 
the way it was intended. Federal and Edmonton zone 
members joined together to form a rowing team for the 
Row for Kids fundraiser (page 12). 
 
In closing my message, I wish to reflect once more on the 
Fort McMurray Fires. Natural disasters bring out the best 
in human beings. I recall when so many members across 
the zones were volunteering for deployment that the 
Emergency Response Team was incapable of taking them 
all. Many of us were placed on a wait list and some were 
left disappointed that we could not go, including myself! 
Emergency events make us feel compelled to take action 
but let’s remember that we are called to action every 
day.  

Continued on page 27… 
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2016 Annual Education Conference Sponsors 

 

In the pursuit of the Association’s objec-

tives, the Editor and the Newsletter 

Committee is authorized to publish this 

Newsletter on a periodic basis, as 

deemed appropriate. The objectives 

of the Association are: 

• The development and advance-

ment of environmental health, and 

• To support the advancement of 

the Canadian Institute of Public 

Health Inspectors. 

The Association Executive Board has 

the authority to provide general direc-

tion respecting the content of the 

Newsletter and, in consultation with the 

Editor, to set policies regarding admin-

istrative matters of each issue. 

The Editor shall have the general au-

thority to select material for publica-

tion in the Newsletter provided all 

material meets the criteria of being 

within the objectives of the Association. 

Views, comments or positions within the 

contents of the Newsletter are those of 

the Editor, Editorial Staff and/or the 

author, respectively, and does not nec-

essarily reflect those of the Association 

Executive or its membership. 

Editorial Policy 
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“THE BEAST” 

 

The RMWB has done extensive work in making Fort McMurray a safe and resilient community. Take the time to check out 
some of their resources.   

Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo Recovery Progress Website 
http://www.rmwb.ca/News-Room/RMWB-Wildfire-Information/Recovery-Progress-Updates.htm 
 

RMWB Recovery Plan:  
http://asset.rmwb.ca/files/RMWB-2016-Wildfire-Recovery-Plan.pdf?v3 

 
Environmental Monitoring sample results for air, soil and ash:  
https://www.alberta.ca/environmental-monitoring-fort-mcmurray.aspx 

http://www.rmwb.ca/News-Room/RMWB-Wildfire-Information/Recovery-Progress-Updates.htm
http://asset.rmwb.ca/files/RMWB-2016-Wildfire-Recovery-Plan.pdf?v3
https://www.alberta.ca/environmental-monitoring-fort-mcmurray.aspx
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The FMM Wildfire in May 2016 forced the evacuation of 
almost 90,000 residents in the Regional Municipality of 
Wood Buffalo, devastating communities in and around the 
Fort McMurray area. This part of Alberta is also the home, 
and traditional lands to a number of Canada’s Indigenous 
and First Nations who were also impacted both directly 
and indirectly by this unprecedented disaster. As the Envi-
ronmental Public Health staff with Alberta Health Services  
(AHS) responded to the emergency, so too did the team at 
Environmental Public Health Services (EPHS), responding 
and supporting affected First Nations. 
 
As we’ve seen in the past, public health emergencies don’t 
always respect the invisible lines that we use to assign 
federal versus provincial jurisdiction. The Fort McMurray 
Wildfire was no exception. A number of issues related to 
the fire transcended the usual jurisdictional boundaries 
and required government agencies to work together in 
order to respond in a timely and consistent manner. This 
meant regular and frequent communication between our 
program and the relevant government partners. We are 
very fortunate to have longstanding open and direct lines 
of communication with all of our provincial counterparts. 

 
One of the first issues that unfolded was during the initial 
evacuation of Fort McMurray. Once it became clear that 
Highway 63 south would no longer be an option for evac-
uation, residents were instructed to head north towards oil 
sands work camps who had opened their facilities to re-
ceive evacuees. The Fort McKay First Nation, located 
about 50 km north of Fort McMurray with a population of 
700, also threw open their doors to help those in need. 
Fort McKay First Nation took in around 3000 people and 
housed them in work camps operated by the Band, as well 
as in the local school, arena, band hall and other communi-
ty buildings. The community also provided meals and other 
emergency supplies as needed. It just so happened that 
one of our EHO trainees was in the Fort McMurray area 
during this time carrying out field work. He evacuated 
north and was received at the Fort McKay band hall and 
spent a few nights in camp before being flown out with 
the other evacuees. Despite the circumstances, it was bene-
ficial having EPHS personnel on the ground, and in commu-
nity as he was able to provide first-hand and real-time 
insight into the emergency as it unfolded. Our trainee con-
ducted inspections of the reception centre to ensure all of 
the public health and sanitation requirements were being 
met, as well as liaising with the field officers from the Al-
berta Emergency Management Agency to address arising 
environmental public health issues. Residents of Fort 
McKay would also later be placed under mandatory 
evacuation. 
 
Another community directly impacted was the Fort McMur-
ray First Nation #468 located 45 minutes southeast of 
Fort McMurray. As the fire moved towards the reserve of 
about 350 people, they were placed under mandatory 

evacuation. This resulted in members being evacuated to 
all parts of the province as they fled the wildfire at their 
doorstep. The community was also affected by the wild-
fire’s impact to the water treatment plant in Fort McMur-
ray. This treatment plant provides drinking water to both 
the residents of Fort McMurray and neighboring communi-
ties including Fort McMurray First Nation by a regional 
water line. A declaration of a Boil Water Advisory issued 
by AHS also meant we would issue an advisory for this 
community. In order to keep informed of the ongoing is-
sues related to drinking water, our program would meet 
regularly with partners in Alberta Health, AHS  and Alber-
ta Environment and Parks. Since the community was under 
a mandatory evacuation order, the risk of anyone consum-
ing unsafe drinking water was low. Remarkably the Chief 
and a few others members decided to stay behind and do 
what they could to protect their community. This included 
creating firebreaks around the reserve and even going 
door-to-door to discard food from refrigerators, as power 
was lost. Once the evacuation order was lifted, EHOs 
were there to provide information and assistance to re-
turning residents upon their re-entry and to facilitate wa-
ter sampling of private cisterns, which were under boil 
water advisory.  

First Nation communities northeast and southeast of Fort 
McMurray may not have been under imminent threat from 
fire but were still impacted by the poor air quality or re-
ceived evacuees. These communities included Fort 
Chipewyan, Janvier (Chipewyan Prairie First Nation), Bea-
ver Lake First Nation and Heart Lake First Nation. These 
residents suffered poor air quality for weeks as the fire 
continued to burn. As well Fort Chipewyan, Beaver Lake 
and Heart Lake opened up reception centres to take in 
evacuees and Band members from Fort McMurray. Some 
members living in Fort McKay were transported by boats 
along the Athabasca River back to Fort Chipewyan.  

 
Continued on next page…. 
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Fort McMurray Wildfire: The Federal EHO Experience 

Kyle Wonsiak (EHO), collects water samples from the Fort 

McMurray First Nation water truck. 
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EHOs were on hand in all communities to perform inspec-
tions and ensure reception centres were meeting all public 
health requirements.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

EPHS was also the lead for the department at the Provin-
cial Operations Centre (POC). Throughout the emergency, 
EPHS staff rotated shifts on evenings and weekends as 
agency representatives for Health Canada. This meant 
working closely with other governmental agencies to assist 
impacted First Nations communities on environmental health 
and a variety of other issues such as mental health sup-
ports. Another example of government collaboration at the 
POC was demonstrated when were able to coordinate a 
Hercules aircraft from the Department of National Defense 
to ship water samples and other supplies as the usual 
means were not operating. 

EPHS staff really stepped up and did what was needed 
throughout this entire event. This meant working long 
days, sacrificing evenings and weekends, and traveling 
to the affected area regularly. EPHS staff were even 
once turned back at a checkpoint when the “The Beast” 
roared back to life at the entrance to the city. The dedi-
cation to serving in their role both as Environmental 
Health Officers and public servants meant we were able 
to respond quickly and effectively in the appropriate 
capacity. The lessons learned during the Fort McMurray 
wildfire will certainly prove valuable in responding to 
future emergency events. 

Submitted by Tony Thepsouvanh 

Federal Zone 

 
 

Jeff Kresowaty (far left) and Wojceich Drobina (middle) at the 

Provincial Operations Centre during a visit from Prime Minister, 

Justin Trudeau and Premier Rachel Notley. 

Plumes of smoke turned EHOs around as the fire closed Highway 

63 north. 

Kyle Wonsiak, (EHO), conducting inspections during Fort 

McMurray First Nation re-entry. 

A DND Lockheed C-130 Hercules aircraft arrives in the Hamlet 
of Fort Chipewyan to deliver supplies.  
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2017 Alberta Branch Fall Workshop 
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2017 Alberta Branch Award Recipients 

Editor’s Note:  There were an out-
standing 19 nominations for the 8 
awards presented this year. Two of 
the awards, the Innovation and Ad-
vocate awards, did not receive 
nominations and thus were not 
awarded. The 2017 recipients will 
be presented their awards at the 
Fall workshop in Fort McMurray.  
 
Long term Service Award 
Recipient: Shauna Dimock 
Nominated by: Keara Shaw and Phi Phan 
 
The Long-Term Service Award recognizes a member of the 
Canadian Institute of Public Health Inspectors (Alberta 
Branch) who has been in the field of Environmental Public 
Health (EPH) in Alberta, Northwest Territories or Nunavut 
for at least ten years from the date stated on the nominee’s 
Certificate in Public Health Inspection (Canada). The award 
is given to a member of CIPHI (Alberta Branch) who, in the 
opinion of his or her colleagues, has shown tireless dedica-
tion in protecting and promoting public health through the 
performance of the routine professional duties as a frontline 
Environmental Public Health Professional. 
 
Based on her years of service and dedication to Environ-
mental Public Health in Alberta and the professionals CIPHI 
represents, we believe Shauna Dimock is a fitting recipient 
of the Long-term Service Award for 2017. She started her 
career in 1978 and joined the very small sorority of female 
public health inspectors. As her career progressed, Shauna 
faced many challenges in the mostly male field of the time. 
Undaunted, Shauna persevered and excelled in the field of 
public health and became well-respected for her hard-as-
nails, but compassionate methods. Even as tough financial 
times descended in the mid-1980s, Shauna weathered the 
storm of job cuts and wage rollbacks, with family and dedi-
cated husband in tow. 
 
Through innumerable adversities and twists-and-turns in her 
career, Shauna has remained stalwart and steady in her 
dedication to the protection and promotion of public health. 
In her early days, she augmented field-based health edu-
cation with enforcement when necessary. Now, she uses the 
public health focus to guide the health education portfolio 
within Performance Measurement and Quality. In her man-
agement role, she strives to mentor and guides those 
around her to see the importance of health education and 
promotion in supporting Albertans in achieving maximal 
health. Countless young (and old) Public Health Inspectors 
look to Shauna as a mentor as she has coordinated practi-
cums and organized over a dozen provincial and national 
CIPHI conferences. 
 
In recent years, Shauna has dealt with a curveball that 
would shake the most steadfast person. In 2015,  Shauna 

said goodbye to her beloved husband 

and fellow CPHI(C) holder, Rick Dimock. 

Even so, surrounded and supported by 

her family, including her extended EPH 

family, she continues to work diligently 

every day to continue the good work 

that she started so many years ago. For 

this and so much more, Shauna deserves 

special recognition for her commitment to 

this profession, the Institute and the professionals that 

are proud to know her. Her dedication and persever-

ance over 39 years of long-term service are worthy of 

awe and recognition. 

Court Case Award  
Recipients: Calgary South Zone Housing Team 
Nominated by: Daria Romanish and Lynne Navratil 
 
Please accept this letter as a formal nomination for the 
Calgary Zone Safe Built Environments Housing Team 
for the CIPHI Alberta Court Case Award.  
 
The entire housing team has been involved in legal ac-
tion against a husband-and-wife team of landlords 
with over a dozen rental properties throughout the 
City. This legal action was initiated in 2015, has lasted 
throughout ALL of 2016, and is expected to conclude 
early in 2017. The housing team initially sought a QBO 
against the landlords following blatant disregard for 
Public Health legislation and continued non-compliance 
with contraventions of the Minimum Housing and Health 
Standards. The landlords requested that the QBO 
hearing be adjourned, with accusations of inspection 
report forgery. The landlords proceeded to request a 
police investigation into AHS actions, a 2-year suspen-
sion of one particular inspector, and full costs. The Jus-
tice denied the landlords’ request to adjourn, and 
granted AHS our QBO.  
 
The landlords then filed an application for the QBO to 
be set aside, but this request was denied by the Justice. 
The landlords applied to have this decision reconsid-
ered, again denied by the courts. They then unsuccess-
fully applied to have the decision reversed. The land-
lords then put forth an application for a Costs hearing. 
In preparation for this costs hearing, the landlords de-
manded to question all inspectors, tenants and legal 
counsel involved in this case to date. Over the course of 
2 days, the landlords questioned everyone they were 
able, and AHS legal counsel questioned all involved 
tenants as well as the landlords. During these 2 days, 
the landlords were extremely aggressive, verbally 
abusive, hit themselves so hard they inflicted wounds 
upon themselves, and tried to discredit each and every 
inspector they questioned.  

Continued on next page... 
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During the costs hearing, the landlords stated that they 
should receive full costs because AHS disobeyed the QBO 
order, trespassed on private property, forged inspection 
reports, and were acting in a discriminatory manner against 
the landlords. The Justice who heard this application denied 
the landlords’ request for costs stating that all accusations 
were entirely unfounded. In fact, the Justice specifically 
stated that AHS “endeavored to proceed cooperatively 
and courteously” and that the landlords “distort and twist 
that effort and mischaracterize it”. The Justice went on to 
state that the landlords “refused cooperation on even the 
most simplest of legal steps, just, it seems, to be difficult 
whenever AHS or its lawyer was the party asking”. AHS 
was granted full costs in the amount of $124,673.  
 
During the costs hearing, the Justice added an interesting 
provision to his decision. He stated that AHS may consider 
accepting a 5% reduction of the costs amount should the 
landlords prepare a formal apology stating that all the 
accusations they have made about AHS and the housing 
team inspectors over the course of the last year were all 
false and unfounded. To date such an apology has not 
been received.  
 
Despite the constant barrage of legal actions and personal 
attacks, the entire Calgary Zone Housing Team’s stoic pro-
fessionalism remained remarkable throughout this entire 
ordeal.  
 
LE Stewart Award  
Recipient: Jason MacDonald 
Nominated by: Keara Shaw & Phi Phan 
 
The L.E. Stewart Award is named in honour of a man who 
worked diligently on behalf of the Canadian Institute of 
Public Health Inspectors (CIPHI) and the field of Environmen-
tal Health in Alberta. Normally, it is awarded to a member 
of the Alberta Branch, who, in the eyes of  his or her col-
leagues, has made a significant contribution to our associa-
tion, profession and/or the community. As such, we fervently 
believe that Mr. Jason MacDonald would be an apropos 
recipient of the L.E Stewart Award for 2017.  
 
Beneath his flowing brown locks and behind his piercing 
gaze, Jason’s unfathomable machismo and exceptional 
leadership helped CIPHI deliver a very successful Annual 
Educational Conference in Edmonton in 2016. His excep-
tional skills of persuasion and unbelievable charisma 
charmed and delighted those who surrounded him on the 
committee, but also external partners and stakeholders  as 
well. It took a great deal of restraint not to throw oneself at 
his awesomeness on a daily basis.  
 
Delegates and exhibitors’ feedback related to the confer-
ence included one that said “I was really impressed with all 
the people that really seemed to care for the profession 
and best practices, from Jason the lead to speakers. It was 
very motivating. Food was amazing. Venue was great. A 

 

 

job well done.” Another commentator said, “we had 
great speakers with vast knowledge! Every session was 
an education experience for me. The tours were great! 
Great planning!”.  
 
Although the conference’s success was a team effort of 
the entire planning committee, every successful rock band 
needs a lead singer to wear tight pants and be the 
showman that we could all follow. For this event and for 
many others that we cannot recall, Jason has been that 
leader.  
 
Unofficially voted as the sexiest guest lecturer by stu-
dents of the Concordia Environmental Health After-
Degree program for the past six years, Jason is deserv-
ing of our adulation and recognition. Most recently for 
the extensive hours of work, sweat and tears, invested in 
the 2016 Annual Education Conference, but most im-
portantly, for the passion for the field that he has shown 
all of us over the past ten years in his various CIPHI roles.  
 
Please accept our nomination of the well deserving and 
dapper Jason MacDonald for the L.E. Stewart Award.  
 

Environmental Public Health Manager Award 
Recipient: Megan Bourassa  
Nominated by: Roxanne Draudson & Carmelle Kokonas 
 

Megan Bourassa is the North Zone East area manager 

and has the Lac la Biche, Cold Lake, Bonnyville and Fort 

McMurray offices in her area. On May 3, 2016, Megan 

began her day travelling to Fort McMurray for a routine 

office visit. The day began like any other day but that 

was quick to change. Upon Megan’s arrival things in Fort 

McMurray changed with the advancement of “The Beast” 

wildfire. Within a couple of hours, the entire city was put 

on evacuation notice and Megan found herself part of 

the evacuation. She was sent north of the city to the work 

camps. This totally separated her from Lac la Biche 

where her home and family were. Megan went above 

and beyond that first day to ensure each and every one 

of her staff in Fort McMurray were safe and continually 

checked in with them. During the next month of the evac-

uation, Megan spent endless hours in Fort McMurray in 

REOC and supervising the teams of inspectors from 

across the province that came up during this time.  Me-

gan displayed an overwhelming amount of compassion 

to her staff members that had been displaced by the 

fire. She offered support and always looked out for 

their well-being. She was dedicated, supportive, wel-

coming, caring and available to all of the inspectors that 

were deployed to Fort McMurray. 

Continued on next page...  

2017 Alberta Branch Award Recipients 
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Her work with the response to the fire and evacuation did 

not stop when the City was re-opened to the public. She 

continues to this day to work with the Fort McMurray office 

for fire related issues. Her support and dedication to EPH 

and her staff makes Megan deserving of being recognized 

as manager of the year.  

 
Daniel Vujevic Award  
Recipient: Nicole McIntyre 
Nominated by: Kelly Bauer & Shirley 
Ma 
 
We would like to nominate Nicole McIn-
tyre for the D. R. Vujevic Award. 
 
Nicole graduated from Cape Breton University’s Bachelor 
of Health Sciences Public Health program in 2014. She 
completed her practicum with AHS-Central Zone and be-
came CIPHI certified in April 2015. She worked casually in 
Central Zone until she secured a permanent position in 
Rocky Mountain House in August 2016. 
 
We have both had the privilege of mentoring Nicole as a 
student and value her as a co-worker now that she has 
earned her CIPHI wings. Nicole’s enthusiasm, strong work 
ethic, fearlessness and common sense approach to Environ-
mental Public Health has allowed her to excel in the field.  
Never one to turn down an opportunity, Nicole will jump at 
the chance to participate in new experiences to broaden 
her knowledge to become the best inspector she can. 
 
Nicole was over the moon excited to be chosen to help 
during the Fort McMurray fires and she proved to be an 
integral part of her deployment team.  As a new inspector 
in a challenging single person office, Nicole has dealt with 
a variety of situations that would challenge the most sea-
soned inspector.  Nicole’s first week in Rocky Mountain 
House had her dealing with a 50 unit mobile home park 
with a failed sewage and drinking water system.  It started 
with a boil water order and progressed to countless hours 
spent researching different water treatment system options, 
consulting with specialists and other agency officials, reas-
suring residents of the park that a permanent solution was 
in the works and dealing with an over confident, out of 
province owner that tried his best to convince her he did 
not have funds to repair the park.  In the end, the residents 
have safe water and a properly working sewage system. 
Recently, Nicole had to deal with a flooded hospital oper-
ating room. As she stood amongst the group of mainte-
nance workers, remediation consultants and hospital admin-
istrators that gathered in the OR to come up with a remedi-
ation plan, Nicole was repeatedly questioned as to why 
she was there. They tried convincing her she didn’t need to 
be there and when she wouldn’t leave they tried to assure 

her that the ceiling was the only area affected by the 
leaking roof. Nicole stood her ground, explained exact-
ly why she was there and informed them she would not 
be leaving until holes were drilled in the wall so that the 
area could be properly assessed for water damage. 
Nicole’s persistence paid off as the damage was exten-

sive and she became an integral member in the 
restoration planning.  
 
While Nicole’s strong work ethic and level headed-
ness are admirable, it is her kindness, friendship 
and unique sense of humor that leaves us belly 
laughing and speechless at times that we greatly 
appreciate. As we all know, but sometimes forget, 
laughter and a work environment where you know 
you can depend on your co-workers makes even 
the most challenging days a piece of cake. We 

believe Nicole’s commitment and keen interest in EPH 
should be formerly recognized and her accomplishments 
celebrated. 
 
Community Service Award  
Recipient: Munira Peermohammad 
Nominated by:  Valerey Davidson & Brent Kerstiens 
 
Munira has over 30 years experience in the field of En-
vironmental Public Health. She works in various capaci-
ties within Alberta Health Services (1988-2010), X Inc. 
(2010—present) and NSF International (2013-present).  
 
Fort the past 29 years Munira has been the Health Haz-
ard Advisor and Consultant for the Aga Khan Boards for 
the Priaries and Canada.  
 
She successfully and significantly impacted the health of 
the Ismaili Muslim community member in Canada by in-
creasing their awareness of Public Health issues by ad-
vising and developing training materials and protocols 
for the Aga Khan Board of Canada on issues such as:  
 Food safety at mass gatherings, nut policies for 

prayer halls, boil water advisories, extreme weath-
er, infection control, food safety management plans, 
seniors food safety and home food safety. 

 Their lifestyles in regards to flood cleanup, mould 
remediation and vermin infestations in new immi-
grant households. 

 Their community facilities in dealing with vermin in 
prayer and social halls, health approvals of cater-
ing kitchens and services, daycare playground safe-
ty, housing issues, plan checker and consultant for 
community architects, contractors, restaurant opera-
tors and social care facility owners.  

 Their infection prevention and control practices in 
preparing the bodies of community members for the 
funeral ceremony.  

 
Continued on the next page… 
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offer their support and expertise. One staff member 
who had a beard for reasons of faith immediately 
agreed to shave it so he could wear personal protective 
equipment and return to Fort McMurray in the early re-
sponse days.  
 
It was inspiring to see the strong professional relation-
ships the Fort McMurray team forged with the other re-
sponders – from the Incident Management Team, to oth-
er AHS staff, to municipal staff – all with the goal of 
safeguarding the health of the public. During the course 
of the response and recovery phases, the Fort McMurray 
team worked tirelessly to address public health concerns 
regarding drinking water, disease control, food safety, 
air quality, and built environment. 
 
Although the response phase is over, the recovery in Fort 
McMurray continues. The staff work closely with people 
who are struggling to find answers as to whether their 
environment is safe and healthy. This has been profes-
sionally and emotionally trying for our colleagues as the 
broken community tries to rebuild. The Fort McMurray 
team offers not only a frontline environmental public 
health service, but they also provide a less tangible ser-
vice as they listen with compassion and empathy to the 
struggles of their fellow community members. 
 
For their display of courage, strength, perseverance, 
and professionalism following the Fort McMurray wild-
fire, it is without hesitation that I submit this letter sup-
porting the nomination of the Fort McMurray CIPHI mem-
bers for the Fortitude Award. 

 
The team was comprised of the following 
members at the time of the wildfire: 
Annerley Boyo  Lily Gu 
Megan Bourassa  Roxanne Draud-
son 
Dominique Joseph Satinder Jaiswal 
Claudette Opoku-Achampong (Claudette 
Parker-Allotey) 
 
Following the wildfire, two additional 
members joined the team and assisted 
with the wildfire response:  
Dominic Gniewek  Norma Bruins 
 
 

 

President’s Outstanding Academic Achievement 

Award Recipient: Angele L’Heureux 

Munira’s current roles are:  
 Independent contractor– Food Safety Auditor for NSF 

International.  
 Food Safety Trainer and Proctor for National Food 

Safety Training Program. 
 

Previous Roles:  
-Public Health Inspector, Social Care consultant, Health Edu-
cator, Outbreak Coordinator with AHS.  
 
Munira has worked tirelessly to bring her extensive 
knowledge of Public Health to the community to help in-
crease knowledge and awareness, changing behaviours to 
help  protect the health of Ismaili Muslim community.   
 
Fortitude Award  
Recipient: Fort McMurray EPH Team 
Nominated by:  Janine Legare (Steinkey) & Shane Hussey 
 
I am honoured to nominate my colleagues for the 2017 CI-
PHI Alberta Branch Fortitude Award for their dedication in 
protecting and promoting the health of the public following 
the Fort McMurray wildfire in 2016.  
 
On May 2, 2016 – a day before the mandatory evacua-
tion order of an entire city – the Fort McMurray Public 
Health Inspectors (PHIs) were asked to represent all of Al-
berta Health Services (AHS) at the Regional Emergency 
Operations Centre (REOC). This was not an easy task as it 
involved stepping outside of the normal role of PHIs and 
advocating on behalf of a province-wide health services 
provider in a tense and rapidly changing environment.  
 
While in the REOC, PHIs worked closely with 
Emergency/Disaster Management (E/DM), 
Emergency Medical Services, hospital staff, 
and other AHS stakeholders to coordinate the 
safe evacuation of over one hundred patients 
at the Northern Lights Regional Health Centre. 
They also assisted the municipality in identify-
ing appropriate work camps to serve as evac-
uation centres – an essential task as there 
were approximately eighty thousand individu-
als displaced during the course of the wildfire.  
 
The Fort McMurray team also dealt with the 
stress and uncertainty of being evacuees them-
selves. In some instances, this meant being sep-
arated from family or having to leave pets behind as they 
were not able to return home. Some staff recounted a situa-
tion in which they felt the spray from a water tanker hosing 
down the REOC building from which they were evacuated 
as the fire quickly approached. 
 
Although their own personal situations were in flux, several 
team members were eager to return to their community or 
assist with evacuation centres outside of Fort McMurray to 

2017 Alberta Branch Award Recipients 
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The inaugural CIPHI Alberta Gladi8oars team would like to say thank you to the Branch for the CIPHI in the 
Community Funding from both Federal and Edmonton Zones.  Comprised of 3 Federal Zone Members, 6 Edmon-
ton Zone Members and 3 friends/family members, the Gladi8oars are eager to get out on the North Saskatch-
ewan River for practices starting in July. 
 
In addition to fun and fitness, Row for Kids is also a fundraiser. The event raises funds for the Stollery Children’s 
Hospital (75%) and the Edmonton Rowing Club (25%). To support the CIPHI Alberta Branch team, please visit 

www.rowforkids.ca and click on our team name under “Top Teams” on the right side of the page. 

In addition to financial support, the Gladi8oars could use your cheering & support on race day, Saturday Sep-
tember 9 2017 at Telford Lake in Leduc (more event details can be found on the website).  Now we just need a 
gladiator costume for our mascot, Giardia…. 

http://www.rowforkids.ca/
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Managing gastrointestinal illness outbreaks at 
evacuation shelters 

 

 Conducting “boots on the ground” inspections at the 
shelters to ensure that recommendations were being 
carried out, and 

 At post-investigation debriefs, bringing forward les-
sons learned to decision-makers to help ensure more 
effective prevention and control of outbreaks at fu-
ture evacuation shelters. 

 
Unfortunately, evacuation shelters, and outbreaks of ill-
ness among shelter residents, will likely be encountered 
again in Alberta.  When they are, EHOs will again be 
ready to help prevent and minimize the spread of illness 
in this vulnerable population. 
 

Submitted by: Lance Honish, Eleanor Lee,  

Raminderjeet Sandhu, and Nicole MacIntyre 

I would like to thank Annerley Boyo and her husband 
Brad, residents of Fort McMurray, who amidst all that 
was going on during the emergency event, welcomed us 
into their home and hosted a fun evening, including a 
BBQ. Annerley is a Public Health Inspector who works out 
of the Fort McMurray office. The attached photo is a 
group of us Environmental Public Health folk at An-
nerley’s place while we were there to help with the Fort 
McMurray recovery. Fortunately Annerley and Brad’s 
home was spared from the wildfires, but the neighbour-
hood right down the street from her was completely lost. 
Despite this being a very stressful time, Annerley didn’t 
let this get her down. I am so appreciative of her hospi-
tality, including the time she took to drive us around the 
area to show us more of her community and region. Alt-
hough this was a difficult time for many, getting to know 
some extraordinary colleagues is a fond memory for me.  
 

Respectfully submitted by Keara Shaw  
 

Imagine … you and your family hurriedly left your Fort 
McMurray home due the wildfire.  You sat in traffic hour 
after hour, not knowing if your home had been destroyed.  
You arrived in a city far from home, and having nowhere 
else to go, settled at one of the FMM evacuation shelters.  
Then, after a restless sleep with hundreds of other evacu-
ees nearby …imagine having sudden onset of acute vom-
iting and diarrhea.   
 
Unfortunately, this is what dozens of evacuees experi-
enced when gastrointestinal illness (GI) outbreaks 
emerged at eight FMM evacuation shelters across Alberta 
that were set up to temporarily house those in need. 
Environmental Health Officers (EHOs) are often on the 
front lines in helping to prevent and minimize illness out-
breaks in congregate living facilities, including long-term 
care facilities, supportive living facilities and dormitories.   
During the Slave Lake wildfire event of 2011, EHOs 
helped manage an outbreak of rotavirus at an evacuation 
shelter in Athabasca (see article featured in Alberta 
Branch News Fall 2011 edition).  Informed by this experi-
ence, EHOs anticipated that GI outbreaks were a poten-
tial threat at FMM evacuation shelters, and worked pro-
actively to help ensure that precautions and facilities were 
in place to help prevent them.   
 
When GI outbreaks did emerge despite best efforts, 
EHOs were deployed to work with a team of personnel 
from multiple agencies to help contain the outbreaks and 
minimize spread of illness.   This was no small challenge—
the affected shelters had been mobilized quickly and 
were typically housing hundreds to more than 1,000 evac-
uees in close quarters. 
 
In the words of one EHO deployed to assist an evacuation 
shelter:  “[EHOs] were the ones to tie all the key players 
together and go get things done.  We could see the link 
between how the evacuation centre was laid out, food 
service, washroom and shower provisions, set up of hand 
wash stations and hand sanitizers and how this might re-
late to disease suppression.”  Some of the key roles 
played by EHOs included: 
 Helping to ensure early identification and reporting 

of outbreaks, 
 Providing outbreak management guidelines to agen-

cies operating the shelters, 
 Assisting shelters with tracking new illnesses in shelter 

residents, 
 Developing and sharing GI illness reporting transmis-

sion prevention posters for residents of the shelters, 
 Liaising with public health laboratories to help confirm 

the etiology of outbreaks, 
 Keeping the Emergency Operations Centre updated 

as to the status of outbreaks, 
 

Edmonton Zone Inspector Experience 
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Each strike team deployed to FMM had their “priority” lists. 
These priorities were set in consultation the REOC, industry, 
AHS-EDM and the RMWB re-entry team.  At each stage 
these priorities varied from initial (and often first time) visits 
to affected businesses (hotels, restaurants, grocery stores, 
gas stations) and public facilities (hospital, rec centers). The 
strike teams in mid May were often kept on the 30-minute 
evacuation notice, ready at a moments notice to get out. 
They brought their own sleeping bags, bottled water and 
anything needed for the job. PPE was required at all times, 
as the smoke was so heavy the air quality index was >30 
(one a scale of 1-10). On top of that the aroma of every-
thing that had been rotting for 2 weeks without power.  
 
During my own rotation most of the businesses had already 
received their preliminary assessment, and were assigned a 
grading of A-B-C-D based on their state of readiness. All 
had received the messaging of “if its not in a can it has to 
go”.  Thanks to the prompt work of the AHS provincial EPH 
teams we had standardized and user friendly wildfire in-
formation sheets. By the time I was deployed as part of 
Strike team G, teams A-F had done a lot of work contacting 
businesses, conducting the preliminary assessments and even 
got some of the hotels opened up to hold deployed crews, 
although the town was still on a BWA. On top of that 
Dominique Joseph and Meaghen Allen had refined a pro-
cess of receiving all service request calls and assigned them 
to the inspection teams. Conditions were still a bit hairy, so 
all inspections were being done in pairs. Things were really 
ramping up upon our arrival in anticipation of the resident 
staged re-entry planned for June 1. We were given colour 
coded wrist bands, which had to be shown at every police 
check point. This wrist band was also your meal ticket, liter-
ally.   
 
My own role was that of the second in command to the Op-
erations Chief. The Ops Chief started  their days with early 
morning REOC meetings. My days consisted of pre-day 
meetings an hour before the field staff started with our Ops 
Chief, Garth Gosselin, to set our priorities for the day. 
Once the rest of the team arrived for our 7:30am start I 
would  review the provincial messaging for wildfire re-
entry, the BWA in effect and assign each of the inspectors 
with their daily assignments. Throughout the day I would 
receive the service requests from the centralized admin in 
Grand Prairie, track all activities from the field inspectors, 
conduct inventory of our supplies, printed resources, scan-
ning all completed reports, call logs and service requests 
back to the north zone admin for tracking. In addition,  if 
needed I would sit in on any EOC meetings that Garth was 
unable to make. The 12-14 hour days flew by, there was 
never a moment of stagnation or boredom. During my rota-
tion Garth and I also created an orientation manual for 
future deployed crews.  
 
All of our meals were served from the temporary camp 
kitchen set up at the college campus, for most of my crew 
this was their first exposure to a work camp set up. Hotel 

Central Zone PHI Deployment 

 

services were minimal, and personally I didn't mind the 
lack of daily housekeeping, nor shared room with a fel-
low crew member, I was just happy to not be on a cot at 
the Mac Island shelter. Conditions had also stabilized a 
lot, so the threat of having to evacuate was not looming 
over us, and the air quality index had drastically im-
proved to 3 or less.  There was no operational AC any-
where, so it was hot, and muggy, but we did not have to 
wear our respirators so I was happy.  
 
My team did a phenomenal job. They were consistent 
and strong in their messaging to businesses, even when 
faced with some harsh words of displeasure from some 
of the camp cooks. They worked long days to help get 
the community ready for its grand re-entry.  
 
On our 2nd last day the RMWB held a steak BBQ event 
for their staff and all of us staged at the REOC. This 
event was a huge morale booster for so many who were 
going to be seeing their own homes for the first time the 
next day. These people who lived in FMM has been 
serving the community for weeks without being able to 
access their homes. I can’t imagine what strength that 
must have taken.  
 
Being a field level PHI-I in my everyday job, it was very 
different for me to step into a coordinating role. I do 
admit I was a bit disappointed at first when Garth 
asked me to do it, as I knew it meant I wouldn't get to 
see any of the “action”. But in hind sight it was one of the 
most challenging and interesting experiences of my ca-
reer so far.  One of the highlights from my deployment 
was touring the PICS mobile hospital unit. 
 
I will likely never forget driving through the eerily deso-
late city, seeing the conundrum of one side of a road 
being nothing but ash, but the opposite side appearing 
untouched. As we drove from the hotel downtown to the 
REOC at the RMWB office on our last day I remember 
seeing the popping of green buds on the trees and new 
grass on the stark contrast of the black scorched earth 
and trees. It was a visually poetic representation of the 
resilience and strength that is the community of Fort 
McMurray. I hope in some small way our team eased the 
transition into the “new normal” of their lives.  
 
Thank you to my dream team, Strike Team G– Jonathan 
Leung, Ryan Lau, Kim Nguyen, Adam Jensen, Thor 
Hameister, Nicole McIntyre and our Chief– Garth. The 
following page showcases a collage of photos provided 
by the Central Zone inspectors deployed during the 
FMM Fires. Thank you to Dave Fong, Wayne Button, 
Kelly Bauer, Greg Ward, Erin Teare, Laurie Anne Pils-
worth, Zaheen Nanji, Bob More and Mike Lambert for 
sharing your stories and photos from your own deploy-
ments.      

Submitted by Pamela Kutuadu 
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Central Zone PHI Deployment Photos 

 

 



 

 
16 

Alberta Branch News Summer 2017 

Canadian Institute of Public Health Inspectors (Alberta Branch) www.ciphi.ab.ca 

 

 

 

Destroyed properties were sprayed with tackifi-
er to contain toxic substances and ash, prevent-
ing them from contaminating nearby areas until 
all debris can be safely and properly removed. 
Tackifier is a powdery substance that dries to a 
hard shell, which prevents ash and other contam-
inants from becoming airborne. It is an environ-
mentally safe, non-toxic compound that is com-
monly used in landfills. 
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Editor’s Note: The following are the personal accounts of 
the experiences of Erin Teare, one of many non-FMM 
resident PHIs deployed to assist, and Roxanne Draudson, 
resident and PHI in FMM.  Thank you ladies for sharing.  
 
My experience during my first week in FMM was a bit dif-
ferent from others’.  While most were inspecting work 
camps, grocery stores, hotels and other high priority facili-
ties, I mostly stuck around the SOC to help Cheryl with coor-
dinating the other PHIs’ activities and to help organize the 
sheer number of inspection reports, call logs and other in-
formation that had been generated and gathered by our 
group and by previous groups. Until the large print deliv-
ery arrived, I spent a lot of time preparing the information 
packages that each of the Info Centers needed so they 
would be prepared for the residents’ questions and con-
cerns when they returned to the city. 
  
My second week in FMM, I was partnered with Karen 
Hislop and we did housing inspections in private residences 
that had been near the burnt out areas.  There had been 
some concern about structural damage from the fire or from 
water bombers dousing the homes as well as contamination 
concerns from smoke and ash from the fire itself.  It was 
very eerie moving through those communities and seeing 
completely burnt down houses, condo buildings and forest-
ed areas right beside or across the street from homes that 
for the most part looked untouched.  
  
As we went around to the homes we were to inspect, we 
could see melted siding, melted weather stripping on doors 
and windows, and warped garage doors.  In one case, a 
doorbell had melted and twisted.  The exterior of some 
homes looked like Dali-wannabe had redecorated.  Fortu-
nately though, on the inside many of the homes we inspect-
ed those days were in fairly good condition.  Many needed 
a good cleaning to remove dust and ash and they all need-
ed new furnace filters.  Interior structural damage was mini-
mal.  That doesn’t mean that there weren’t other homes with 
more damage from fire, water or the elements.  We, and 
those residents, were fortunate not to have experienced 
that.  We were able to give those home owners information 
on how to safely clean up their homes, point out areas of 
concern in and around their properties, and discuss the boil 
water advisory in place.  
  
Between the two rotations, it made for a very interesting 
and educational experience in disaster management and 
the remediation efforts needed to safely re-open a city of 
80,000 people. 

Submitted by 
Erin Teare 

 

Sunday, May 1, 2016 
It was late afternoon when I first heard the sound of heli-
copters. Being curious, I went and looked out my bedroom 

Personal CIPHI Member Experiences: 

 

window. In the distance, 
I could see a large 
plume of smoke and 
saw a helicopter with a 
bag of water hanging 
from it fly by my house. 
This was the first time I 
had ever seen a heli-
copter with a bag of 
water in person and my 
first time seeing smoke in person from a forest fire. I took 
a picture of the smoke plume and posted it to Facebook. 
I had heard on the radio throughout the day of various 
evacuation precautions for areas around Fort McMurray. 
This did not worry me as I lived nowhere close to the 
areas mentioned. I remember friends and family asking 
me how close the fire was to my house and whether I 
was in danger from it. I explained to them the fire was 
far away and would have to travel quite a distance and 
cross the Athabasca River in order for my house to be in 
danger. Little did I know what was to come… 
 
Monday, May 2, 2016 
The air was very smoky in the morning on the drive to 
work. The smoke seemed to settle in and around the low-
er lying area of downtown. The smoke cleared by late 
afternoon and it turned out to be a beautiful day.  
As the fire was still a threat in certain areas around the 
city, EPH was preparing a plan of action as REOC and 
reception center were opened the day before. After a 
consultation with Megan, it was decided Lily, Claudette 
and I were to go to Mac Island and conduct an inspec-
tion of the reception center. The reception center was 
being set up and run by ESS.  Once the inspection was 
completed, it was back to my regular inspections for the 
day. I remember emailing Megan to ask if I should still 
plan to go to the Cenovus Christina Lake mock emergen-
cy exercise the next day in case I would be needed in 
the city due to the reception center being open and not 
knowing what the day would bring.  
 
Tuesday, May 3, 2016 
I woke up to a beautiful sunny morning with bright blue 
skies. The smoke from the previous day was no longer 
lingering in the area. The radio was reporting evacua-
tions were still in place for certain areas of town. I do 
not recall if at that time, they were mandatory or volun-
tary. I had been invited to observe a mock emergency 
disaster at Cenvous Christina Lake that day. So, I went to 
work in the morning, parked my personal vehicle out on 
the street, grabbed the keys to the fleet truck and head-
ed out for the day. Cenovus Christina Lake is an oilsands 
operation located 170 km south of Fort McMurray.  
As I left the city around 9:00, I remember paying close 
attention to the area around Centennial Campground as 
the radio had reported the fire to be west of the area 
and evacuation precautions were in place.  

Continued on next page... 
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I remember thinking the fire did not seem to be too much of 
a threat as I didn’t really see very much smoke and thought 
to myself that they must have control of the fire as I never 
really saw any evidence of it. Off in the distance I could 
see a small plume of smoke but nothing that seemed to be 
very serious. As per my usual routine, I stopped at the Esso 
in Anzac to fill gas, grab some drinks and food for the 
drive there and back.  
 
As I left the gas station I remember seeing three airplanes 
circle over Gregoire Lake very low. I remembering contem-
plating driving over to the lake to see if they were going to 
be scooping water out of the lake as I have never wit-
nessed that before. But that would have put me behind 
schedule to arrive at Cenovus. I do remember having a 
strong gut feeling that I should be turning around and 
heading back to the City. However, I did not listen to my 
gut and continued the two-hour drive to Cenovus. I arrived 
at Cenovus around noon and together with representatives 
from several other agencies, we proceeded to the mock 
exercise. The RMWB had two people present and almost 
simultaneously shortly after 1:00, we began to receive in-
formation the fire had progressed and mass evacuation 
notices were being issued. As soon as the 30-minute evacu-
ation notices were sent, myself and the RMWB people ex-
cused ourselves from the exercise and started the journey 
back to Fort McMurray.  
 
Due to the area I was in, FM radio reception was not the 
greatest and I was unable for quite a while to hear any 
news on what was happening. The only updates I could get 
was from my Mom over the phone (don’t worry, I was on 
Bluetooth). The feeling of panic was overwhelming. I was 
finally able to get radio reception and what I heard scared 
me. I could not fathom what was going on. The news I was 
hearing was saying the city was on fire. There were reports 
of Thickwood burning which was where I live. I had no idea 
what was happening. The panic was now real and I think I 
could actually hear my heart pumping. 
 
This is my story..... 

As I listen to the 
radio, I realize I 
can't even get to 
the city. They are 
evacuating my ar-
ea. I'm still 1.5 
hours away. I also 
learn the fire 
is now along high-
way 63 and 
they've closed 

it. The highway north has been changed to southbound traf-
fic so now all four lanes of the divided highway was going 
south. I am most definitely unable to get into the city. My 
mind is going crazy. My dogs and cats are at home. How 
am I going to get them? What is going to happen to them? 

Personal Experiences continued– Roxanne Draudson 

 

Will I ever see them again? At this point I am overrun 
with emotions. I am now at the Anzac Rec Center. My 
coworker calls me to see if I'm safe and all I can do is 
sob uncontrollably to him about my dogs. Having just 
moved to Fort McMurray on Feb 21, 2016, my pets 
were all I had in the city. They were my family. My com-
fort. Now all I can think is that I have left them to die. I 
will never see them again. Will they burn? Will they die 
of smoke inhalation? Will they starve because the food 
containers are closed? All these thoughts and emotions. I 
have no family in the city and I hadn’t been there long 
enough to make any close friends yet.  
 
So what do I do? I decide I might as well work and keep 
my mind busy. You see, I am a Public Health Inspector 
and one of our jobs is ensuring evacuation centers have 
everything they need in order to protect the health and 
safety of the people coming there. Work definitely 
helped take my mind off my pets. I remember at one 
point I had to stop working and take the time to go and 
register. This was so weird. I had done plenty of evacua-
tion center inspections but I have never been to one as 
an evacuee. This was a new experience for me. So, I 
stood in line and my turn finally came to fill out the forms 
and report my animals left behind in my house. I think 
that was the point at which the reality of the situation 
sank in. It was then that I knew I was stranded. I only had 
the cloths I was wearing. I had no idea where I was 
sleeping. I did not know if my house was gone or my 
dogs were alive. I did not even have my own vehicle. I 
didn’t even know where my next meal was coming from. 
But what else could I do but work. It was all I had at that 
moment. 
 
I settled into working at the evacuation center and regu-
larly checking in with my coworkers. I work in an office 
where we are not just coworkers, we are family. Each 
person having moved to the city from somewhere else 
and not having family close.  
 
From the day I started, it felt like home. We really are a 
family. So, as the night progressed we sent messages 
back and forth. One of the messages I sent was a plea 
that if there was any way they could get to my house, 
could they please do whatever they had to do to break 
in and get my dogs and cats. Meanwhile all I'm hearing 
is that the RCMP are not allowing anyone into the areas 
and do not come back for pets. I had convinced myself I 
would never see my dogs again. I did everything with 
them. We did obedience and agility. We went to dog 
parks. They hunted and brought me presents when we 
lived on the acreage. My cats gave me cuddles and I 
went to sleep listening to their purring. All I knew at that 
moment was that I would never see them again.  
 

Continued on the next page….  
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Personal Experiences continued– Roxanne Draudson 

 

and they are in my house safe. I pray I will see them 
again. But most of all I am thankful that Roxanne Holmes 
was brought into my life. She gave me the miracle of 
being reunited with my dogs. How do you thank an An-
gel?  How can I ever repay her?  Words can never ex-
press how much it means to me that she rescued my ani-
mals. I was granted a miracle and I pray others will be 
too.  
 
May 4 to 30 
On May 6, Satinder Jaiswal and I were contacted to ask 
if we would be able to go to Fort McMurray as part of 
the hospital assessment team. The weekend brought a 
flurry of activity getting fit tested, buying safety gear 
and making plans to return to the city. Every day the 
plans changed. Finally, on Monday I learned Jenn, the 
inspector from Onoway, would be coming to pick up the 
fleet truck and Satinder and I would be heading up to 
Fort McMurray by plane. When we arrived at the flight 
center we learned we would be flying in a military Her-
cules C130. I was so excited.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When we arrived in Fort McMurray, Satinder and I were 
picked up by an RCMP officer who drove us everywhere 
we needed to go that first day. One of the most amaz-
ing things the officer did for us was ask if we wanted to 
see our houses. Of course we did!  

Continued on next page... 

And then something happened... I got a text asking me my 
house number. By some miracle, my coworker, my friend 
Roxanne Holmes and her boyfriend had made it to my 
street and convinced the RCMP to let them go to my 
house. I thought I was dreaming.  Was this really happen-
ing. We're they really getting my dogs. I have never in 
my entire life felt as much joy as I did at that one moment. 
They were able to break my door and gain entry. They 
rescued my dogs and two of my cats. The other two went 
missing and they ran out of time to find them. They left the 
food container open and took a screen off the window so 
if they needed to escape from a fire they could get out. I 
am on cloud nine.  Did this really just happen? Are my 
dogs actually coming to me?  I still couldn't believe it. By 
some higher power, I was granted a miracle. I then made 
the decision to go to Edmonton. I messaged my friends 
and they generously, without hesitation said I could come 
stay with them. I immediately checked out of the evacua-
tion center and arranged to meet them at the weigh sta-
tion on the corner of 881 and 63.  An hour or so later, I 
had my fur babies. I hugged them and kissed them and 
couldn't believe I was seeing them there, wagging their 
tails.  
 
I then started my journey to Edmonton. I think it was 
around 9:30pm when I left the weigh station. After bump-
er to bumper traffic, I made it to Edmonton at 5:30 in the 
morning. It took over 8 hours to get here but I made it 
safe and sound. I dropped the cats off at my mom's house 
and went to my friend’s place. By this time, I had now 
been awake for over 24 hours. I had made it safe and 
sound. I do not have my vehicle. I have my work vehicle. 
My vehicle is parked in downtown Fort McMurray. I was 
not able to go home and pack anything. All I had, is what 
I took with me to the work site. I realized quickly that I 
now only had what I went to work with that morning. I only 
had the clothes I wore that day. It seems surreal. I listen to 
the stories and I forget that I too have my own story. The 
bags in the picture is my reality. Those bags at the mo-
ment is all everything I have. But I can get clothes. I can 
get stuff.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The most important thing is that I am safe. My dogs Tessie 
and Zira are safe. My two cats, Cleo and Petrie are 
safe. I pray that my other two cats, Spike and Oliver are 
safe as well. I pray my house is safe. News reports indi-
cate it is. So, I cling to that hope that my cats are alive 
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Personal Experiences continued– Roxanne Draudson 

 

her talk about the fire and all she does as part of her 
job. Our EPH group was able to get a picture with the 
Prime Minister.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
During the deployments to Fort Mac in May, I experi-
enced many firsts. It was the first time I drove in a City 
completely empty of the public and required to show a 
pass to enter the City. The first time I tuned into a local 
radio station and all of them were off air. The first time I 
saw a wildfire and the devastation it leaves behind. The 
first time I was ever evacuated and unable to go to my 
home. The first time I felt like a stranger in the place I 
live and work. It was however not the first time I saw EPH 
come together to help a community. They did it during 
the floods and they did it again for “The Beast”. One of 
the best memories of the whole experience was the day 
Megan called to say I could return home earlier than the 
June 3 re-entry date for my neighborhood! 
 
May 31 to Present 
On May 31, I drove up to Fort Mac for deployment. This 
time was different. I was not just going up for deploy-
ment, I was going home! I packed my car with the recom-
mended 14 days of supplies and began my journey 
north. During the drive up, I decided to try the local ra-
dio station as I knew the City was beginning to return 
and thought the radio would be one of the first things to 
be back. I was right; however, it was not music they 
broadcasted. They were broadcasting the daily press 
conference. They were talking about re-entry, welcome 
centers and businesses up and running. And for some 
reason, the tears just started flowing. It was emotional 
listening to the radio and hearing that we were coming 
home. Every other time I had driven up for deployment, I 
was not emotional like this but for some reason this was 
different. Maybe it was because I was going home. I 
wasn’t coming to sleep in a hotel or at a camp. I was 
going home to my house. It had been three weeks since I 
had seen my house with the RCMP Officer. I had no clue 
what to expect. All I knew was that I had a home to go 
to which was more than I could say for many others.  
 
That first day I went to the Welcome Center and regis-
tered with Red Cross. I picked up my pail of cleaning 
supplies and registered with ATCO to have my gas 
turned on.  

Continued on next page... 
 

He took us to each of our places where we could go inside 
and see that everything was ok. I did not see my cats but I 
hoped they would be ok. My door was broken and would 
not close tightly but my home was ok. The door could be 
fixed. The officer then took me to pick up my personal 
vehicle downtown. Thanks to the very kind officer, I knew 
my home was safe and I now had a vehicle. As we drove 
around the city that first day back, the only way to de-
scribe it was it was like a scene from the Walking Dead. 
There was some lingering smoke, quite a few spot fires all 
over the city and the only vehicles driving on the roads 
were emergency ones. It was quite eerie. There was an 
RCMP car at every single entrance into the city. You had 
to have a pass to get through the blockades.  
 
The days spent in Fort McMurray during the month of May 
varied between crazy busy taking phone calls and doing 
inspections, to just waiting around in the SOC until some-
thing needed to be done. You learned to have patience 
and always be ready to go. Nothing was on schedule. 
Every time you were deployed, you never quite knew 
what to expect. It was different to drive on empty streets 
and have to show a pass to get into the city as the only 
road open was the highway. It felt weird to stay in a hotel 
and not be allowed back to your home. I couldn’t even go 
and get clothes. So even though I was in the City, I was 
still an evacuee with only the very few items I had bought 
in Edmonton.  
 
I think this was the hardest part. Not going home, not be-
ing able to check on my cats, not sleeping in my own bed 
and not having my clothes. My dogs had been sent down 
to Medicine Hat to stay with family. The two cats that 
were rescued were in Edmonton at my sister’s house and I 
had two cats missing in Fort Mac. I spent my time staying 
with friends in Edmonton and coming up to Fort Mac for 
deployment. Life was hectic, stressful and ever changing. 
My life was scattered across the province with no word on 
when this would end and life could resume some sem-
blance of normalcy.  
 
The best thing during this time was meeting all the inspec-
tors that came from across the province to help. Some of 
them I knew, some I knew only by name and others I had 
never met at all. But by the time it was all over, they were 
no longer strangers. I had made a few new friends and 
some of them I will stay in contact with for many years to 
come.  
 
I was fortunate to be deployed to Fort McMurray when 
Prime Minister Justin Trudeau came. We were all gath-
ered on the lawn waiting for him to come and hear his 
speech. During the wait, I was able to mingle with people 
from other agencies. One of the people I talked to was an 
Information Officer from Alberta Agriculture and Forestry. 
One of her primary jobs is to keep the AB Wildfire app 
and website up to date. It was very interesting hearing 
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Life for the next four days was not what I expected it to be. 
After work that first day, I went home. It was the first time 
since May 2 that I was able to go home after work. Today 
was May 31. It had been 29 sleeps since I had slept in my 
bed. 28 days since I had last seen Spike and Oliver, my 
two cats that were not rescued. I drove home, parked and 
went to open my door. My door wouldn’t open. This was 
weird. My door was broken and tied shut with police tape. 
Why now, could I not open it? My neighbor who works for 
the municipality had also just arrived home, so he offered 
to go in my window. Once inside it was discovered someone 
had screwed a board on my door jamb to secure the door 
shut. My neighbor had to get his tools and remove the 
board so I could get in. It was not what I expected the day 
I returned. Once inside the house, the smell of rotting food 
was overwhelming. It was everywhere in the house. There 
was no escaping it. It was a good thing I brought a small 
fridge back with me from Edmonton as I knew my fridge 
would have to be thrown out.  
 
As I surveyed my house that first night, I saw many things 
that indicated people had been in there searching for my 
cats. The tank lid had been removed from the toilet. Cup-
boards were open, things were moved and furniture was 
pulled out. I knew someone had been looking for Spike and 
Oliver and I hoped they were rescued. However, this hope 
was not big as I had been in touch with rescue groups and 
their pictures were not posted. They were not on the web-
sites. I could only hope they had gotten outside and would 
be nearby and return when they saw people around again. 
As we had lived on an acreage for a couple of years, the 
cats were used to being outside and would come when 
called. So, I spent the next 30 to 45 minutes calling and 
calling them as there was no sign of them in the house. I 
searched everywhere in the house for them but couldn’t find 
them. I went outside and called and called. I went up to my 
bedroom window and called them from there so I could 
look down over the yard and see if they were coming. I 
called and called. Then I heard something. I called again. 
There was a tiny meow. I called again. This time a little 
louder meow. I called again. An even louder meow. My 
heart was racing. That was my cat’s meow. I know their me-
ow. I called and listened and Spike answered again. This 
time I thought I heard it from inside the house. I went to the 
stairs and there was Spike, scared and slinking up the 
stairs. I couldn’t believe it. After 28 days in the house alone, 
there was my cat. My cat was safe. He was not outside, he 
was not hurt. He was there, in my house, coming towards 
me. It was such a joyous reunion. But there was still no Oli-
ver but I had hope. If Spike was here, then Oliver must be 
as well and sure enough, 5 minutes later, there came Oliver. 
My cats were safe!!! 
 
Then the cleanup began. I could tell my house had been 
exposed to smoke. There was a fine covering of ash on my 
floors but nothing too serious that couldn’t be cleaned. I also 
had to empty my fridge and try and get the smell out of 
the house. It was several days before that lingering rotting 

Personal Experiences continued– Roxanne Draudson 

 

food smell was no longer present. I posted my orange 
placard in my window hoping ATCO would see it, stop 
by and turn my gas on. This was important as I had no 
hot water until this happened. That first night, there was 
no ATCO so in the morning it was a very cold shower for 
me. It would be four days of cold showers before ATCO 
came and turned on the hot water. Returning home was 
not what I expected and when my day at work was 
done, my day at home only started as I now had to 
clean everything. It would be several weeks until life 
finally became normal. Two weeks after returning home, 
I was missing my dogs. They were still not home. My mom 
drove 6 hours from Edmonton to Medicine Hat to pick 
them up and then drove 4.5 hours from Edmonton to Fort 
McMurray just to bring my pets home. So finally, seven 
weeks after being evacuated all my pets were home. 
This was the first time I felt like life was somewhat nor-
mal again. It would be another two and half weeks until 
I got a fridge.  
 
Work was busy with inspections as people wanted to get 
their businesses open. It was an amazing experience to 
be part of the Welcome Centers and be able to wel-
come residents home. It was also during my time at these 
centers that I met Brenda from Alberta Environment. She 
was there to provide messaging on the testing being 
done. We teamed up and worked together to answer 
questions and welcome people home. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We returned to the office at Queen Street and no long-
er at the SOC. The office was different. All of our stuff 
and been put into closets and all shelves were empty. It 
looked as if no one had ever occupied the building. The 
office fridge was gone. But we were back. Our office 
building was different. We were no longer a private 
building as Mental Health had moved in and was open 
to the public. There was an unease in the building. Every-
one was trying to get back to work but there were so 
many people that were still working from home or not 
back in the office yet. There was also so many new peo-
ple in the office. It took a long time to get used the 
changes and for the office to start to feel “normal” 
again. Things were slowly returning to normal. Inspec-
tions were steady but super busy.  
 

Continued on next page... 
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Fewer and fewer inspectors from other offices were coming 
up and on June 20th it was the first time it was only the local 
inspectors here. I miss seeing the inspectors from the differ-
ent offices but it was nice to have some routine and be able 
to look after our areas again.  
 
June was very busy conducting opening inspections for fa-
cilities. I remember it being stressful and sometimes emo-
tional telling a business owner they had to throw out all 
their food or trying to convince a personal service that their 
products were exposed to smoke and could be compro-
mised. I remember over and over telling people the same 
things. Many had taken it upon themselves to clean but had-
n’t thrown out products. I remember going to one salon in an 
area that was heavily affected by fire. The salon was safe 
and no damage, but there were still things that needed to 
be done before an approval could be given. I remember 
talking with the operator and as we are talking, I can see 
she is getting emotional. I can see tears beginning to form. I 
can see her lip quivering and finally the tears come. All she 
wants is to have her business open. At one point, she looked 
at me and said, “this is all I have. Everything I have is in this 
building. I have no home. I have nothing to go home to. My 
house burnt. Everything is gone.” Those words will forever 
stick with me. I remember driving back to work and crying. I 
remember thinking how can I keep telling people that even 
though they have done what they think is good enough, 
they still have to do more to be approved to open. I re-
member being overwhelmed and at which point I knew I 
needed to take some time off. I cannot describe how heart-
breaking it is to hear people’s stories and see their strug-
gles.  
 
In July I was very fortunate to be able to participate in the 
telephone town halls that were being held by the municipal-
ity as the AHS Environmental Public Health spokesperson. 
My job was to answer any questions asked by the public 
during the town hall that pertained to EPH. It was a very 
unique experience. The town hall was held in the RMWB. 
There were representatives from the RMWB, AHS (MOH, 
EDM and Mental Health), AB Env, Red Cross, Insurance and 
any other agency they thought the public may have ques-
tions for. I consider myself very lucky to have had the op-
portunity to be able to participate in the Town Halls. This 
also provided me with the opportunity to meet Mayor 
Melissa Blake and get to know her one on one. To this day, 
we always stop and visit whenever we see each other.  
 
Getting back into a regular work routine was hard. For the 
first time we tasked with doing private home inspections. 
These were done for houses that had been given a pink 
placard. This placard indicated their residence was directly 
beside a burned-out area. For the first few months, these 
inspections were conducted as a joint inspection with mental 
health. This gave the residents the opportunity to ask us 
questions and also the chance to speak with mental health 
as these times were very emotional and stressful. After the 
first few months, mental health no longer went with us for 
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these inspections. One housing inspection sticks out to me. 
I remember talking with the homeowners. They talked 
about how their house was okay but we could see it 
needed some work. We talked about how they were 
alternating staying at a relative’s house and in the RV 
parked in the driveway. At one point we were talking 
about something and the conversation got on the topic of 
dogs and that is when I learned they had lost their dog 
to the fire. It had been visiting at her daughter’s house 
down the road and both her daughter’s dogs along with 
hers perished in the fire when her daughter’s house 
burned. It was heartbreaking to hear. These pink plac-
ard inspections are still occurring as there are people 
who are just now returning to their home.  
 
There are many businesses that have opened and then 
had to close as they were not busy. There are some news 
ones as well. There are many work camps struggling to 
stay open and just as many have shut down due to eco-
nomics. They did see a surge in business during the 
cleanup but have once again slowed down. The rebuild-
ing is moving along fast. There are some areas that are 
almost completely rebuilt such as Wood Buffalo and 
Prospect. Other areas are slower but it no longer looks 
like a war zone. The saddest part is hearing stories of 
people still struggling with insurance claims. Our office 
continues to receive inquiries from people hoping we can 
do something to help them. The city has returned to what 
we refer to as a “New Normal” 
 
Final Thoughts  
‘The Beast’ has changed my life. I may not know how it 
has changed my life exactly but I feel it. I see it in little 
things. This experience allowed me to make connections 
both professionally and personal. I have made new 
friends and reacquainted with old ones. I saw a City go 
from being occupied to being vacant. I saw it be saved 
and come back to life. I know in the end, we are strong 
and we all have stories. I was one the lucky ones.   

 

Submitted by Roxanne Draudson 
PHI and FMM Resident 
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Despite the State of Local Emergency declared by the Re-
gional Municipality of Wood Buffalo (RMWB) on the Sun-
day, my workday, Monday May 2nd 2016, started essen-
tially just like any other workday. I headed to work, ex-
pecting nothing of the series of events that proceeded. 
 
That morning, I was asked to head to the Regional Emer-
gency Operation Centre (REOC) and assist the Emergency 
Disaster Management Department (EDM) of AHS with the 
emergency at hand. My role was to serve as intermediary 
between REOC and EDM as well as other AHS depart-
ments. This consisted mainly of collecting information shared 
at Sitreps (Situation reports) meetings several times a day 
back to EDM, the North Zone EPH Management team and 
the Northern Lights Hospital management. The information 
collected ranged from the direction of traffic, direction of 
the fire, number of evacuees per neighborhood, the need 
for resources such as meds and equipment in different loca-
tions, etc.  
 
Working at REOC meant being constantly on the go, at-
tending meetings, receiving inquiries from a variety of 
stakeholders both inside and outside REOC, disseminating 
information and following direction from EDM in order to 
assist with the evacuation of the hospital, and other AHS 
facilities while reporting on any EPH related matter. 
 
On May 3rd, around 2:00pm, our building is evacuated as 
the wildfire progressed towards the area of the fire hall. 
We exited the building under water as firefighters worked 
to protect the building.  

Fire Hall ( location of REOC ) as we are evacuated. It became ap-
parent at that moment that we were at Mother Nature’s mercy. 

 
We reached Nexxen work camp about 1 hour south east of 
town where we met with an  AHS - EDM  rep ( Peter Gene-
reux ) who took over our work at REOC at that point. That 
night, as flares headed towards the camp, we were evacu-
ated for a second time. Sleep deprivation took its toll on 
me as I struggled through a 3 hour convoy drive but made 

Personal Experiences—Dominique Joseph 

 

it through, thankfully closely monitored by my manager 
Megan Bourassa, traveling ahead of me.  
My arrival in Lac La Biche marked the moment I realized 
I was in fact, an evacuee myself and I began thinking of 
the next steps ahead of me.  
 
Throughout the course of events leading to the evacua-
tion, I truly felt the support of EDM through Daryl Martin 
North Zone EDM director, Shane Hussey North Zone EPH 
Director as well as Megan Bourassa, EPH manager of 
the area. My colleagues made sure to check up on me 
and ensuring I was doing fine although they themselves 
were evacuating the town and were dealing with the 
load of angst that came with that. I would like to honor 
them and thank them all for their support.  
 
During the recovery phase, I served as Chief of Opera-
tions in our Incident Command System in several deploy-
ments to FMM. That experience in itself was a learning 
curve. I again served as intermediary between REOC 
and our IMT (Incident Management Team) structure, re-
porting to the Incident Command any emergent issue 
pertaining to EPH. For example, requests for inspections 
of critical businesses such as grocery stores, gas stations 
and pharmacies, inspections of workcamps in order to 
facilitate the accommodation of first responders as well 
as any public health matter that required attention (i-e: 
Boil Water Advisories, Outbreaks, etc ). I would collect 
these requests and relay them to the Operations coordi-
nator who would follow up with field inspectors. 
 
This experience is one that I will forever cherish. It has 
strengthened by admiration for our work as Public 
Health Inspectors and the role that we play in our com-
munities. I have met numerous inspectors all eager to 
help in any capacity they could and even made sure I 
was actually eating at times when it seemed there wasn’t 
enough time in the day to do so. This all made the work 
that much easier.  
 
My takeaways from this experience are numerous. And I 
would just like to share a couple. One is that I realized 
more than ever before that being a Public Health Inspec-
tor sometimes means having to wear different hats be-
sides that of an inspector. It means at times, just being 
present and attentive in listening to a homeowner who 
has lost everything and just needs to vent his or her frus-
tration. It is understanding that we don’t always have the 
answers, and that it’s ok as long as we continue to strive 
to find them or try our best to do so. I’m forever humbled 
by this experience. 

 
Submitted by Dominique Joseph 

Former Fort McMurray Resident and North Zone PHI 
Current Federal Zone Member 
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Editor’s Note: While some of our members were person-
ally  affected in ways the rest of us can only imagine, 
others stepped up and were actively deployed to be 
boots on the ground during the recovery and re-entry 
efforts. But there many members that supported from a 
distance, be it covering the routine work, assisting with 
wildfire resource development, or simply keeping every-
one in their  thoughts and prayers. Which ever one you 
were, the wildfires of 2016 likely made a lasting impres-
sion on you.  

Picture Left to Right: Satwinder Jaiswal, Roxanne Draudson, 
Janine Legare, Premier Rachel Notely, Megan Bourassa 
and Jennifer Fearnneough  
 
I suspect many of us can remember what we were doing 
when we learned the significance of the fires in Northern 
Alberta last spring.  I suspect many of us followed the 
events through various media outlets, and were struck by 
the devastation.  And, I suspect for many who packed an 
overnight bag and threw their safety equipment in the vehi-
cle, they have an experience that will be remembered for 
the rest of their career.  
 
Within Alberta, over 100 Public Health Inspectors contribut-
ed to the response and recovery operations of the Fort 
McMurray Fires.  The roles we covered were various, each 
requiring certain skills, some ingenuity, and recalling on ex-
perience.  We represented Environmental Public Heath in 
formal Emergency Operation Centers.  We planned and 
coordinated our activities within the organization Incident 

Sentiments from South Zone 

 

Management System.  We visited reception centers, 
food establishments, schools, daycares and work camps.  
We developed resources to support public facilities and 
residents.  We consulted on water quality.  We re-
viewed and assessed air quality data. We investigated 
outbreaks. We comforted people at their very worst.  
We supported our local operations, so others could trav-
el north. We offered advice, guidance and hugs.  What-
ever role we played during this emergency, it demon-
strated what we do best.  We work to promote and pro-
tect the health of the public. 

 

From an emergency management perspective, I believe 

we need to continue to plan and prepare, so that we can 

respond in the most timely and efficient manner. There 

have been opportunities for learning over the last num-

ber of deployments within Environmental Public Health.  I 

believe that ongoing training will contribute to our suc-

cesses, as well as reviewing past experiences to improve 

future activities.   

As Confucius said “the journey of a thousand miles begins 

with a single step”.  Our journey as a profession who con-

tributes to emergency management is far from the be-

ginning, and also far from the end.  However, the path 

that we are on together is one of solidarity and determi-

nation. As a certified Public Health Inspector, I am very 

thankful for everyone who supported those impacted.  

Your passion to support our friends, colleagues and the 

affected community is one that will never be forgotten. 

Submitted by Pam Hodgkinson 

 
 
The following photos  are of some of the various de-
ployment teams Dominique Joseph worked with over 
the months of May-June 2016. The inspectors were 
from all zones of Alberta Health Services Environmen-
tal Public Health department.  (Photos courtesy of 
Dominique Joseph) 
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The Fort McMurray Urban Interface Wildfire of 2016 was 
an extraordinary event of unprecedented proportions.  This 
event impacted not only Fort McMurray and surrounding 
areas but also the whole of the province and Canada as a 
country. Since 2015, a unique opportunity allowed me to 
contribute to the work of the Public Health Agency of Cana-
da  (PHAC) in the field of Emergency Preparedness and 
Response.  It is from this view point that I offer our members 
a federal health portfolio perspective on the response to 
the Fort McMurray Urban Interface Fire  event. 
 
Without going into great detail on frameworks and authori-
ties governing emergency management in Canada, the 
Federal Emergency Response Plan lists specific Emergency 
Support Functions (ESFs) for different federal departments 
and agencies.  It is in this document that PHAC is assigned, 
under ESF#5, the primary lead function for Public Health 
a n d  E s s e n t i a l  H u m a n  S e r v i c e s . 
 
In the role of the EP&R Coordinator for PHAC, I have spent 
the six months leading up to the Fort McMurray Urban In-
terface Wildfire event preparing the Western Region 
Health Portfolio for participation in a federal priority exer-
cise (Exercise Pacific Quake 2016) which took place from 
June 7-10 of 2016.  This work included development of a 
trained surge capacity team, setting up of the Regional 
Emergency Coordination Centre, preparation of regional 
health portfolio emergency response plans, policies and 
p r o c e d u r e s ,  a n d  t h e 
development of new stakeholder relationships. 
 
With a month left to complete all preparations for ‘Exercise 
Pacific Quake 2016’, and while in an ICS (Incident Com-
mand System) training session in Redwater Alberta, on May 
3rd 2016, I had received an automated notification of the 
Alberta Provincial Operation Centre (POC) activation to the 
highest level (Level 4) in response to the urban interface 
wildfire threatening the town of Fort McMurray.  The train-
ing session was quickly interrupted by the instructor as he, 
along with half of his class (a few AEMA staff members), 
were called in to report to the POC immediately.  This was 
the start of a lengthy and challenging activation of what 
would become one of the costliest disasters in Canadian 
h i s t o r y . 
 
Within minutes of the notification receipt, I was on route to 
the POC dialing all possible Ottawa numbers stored into 
my phone.  My first call went out to the Ottawa based 
Health Portfolio Operation Centre; the second one was 
made directly to the Manager of the National Emergency 
Strategic Stockpile Program.  I was already informed that 
planning for evacuation of Fort McMurray was underway 
and deduced that the event would have wide ranging im-
pacts.  I have notified the HPOC of my deployment to the 
Provincial Operation Centre (POC) and established a con-
nection with them that would be utilized everyday for the 

A Federal Perspective on the Fort McMurray Urban Interface 
Wildfire Response. 

 

next two months. The second call gave the Ottawa 
based NESS Program Manager a valuable heads up of 
a n t i c i p a t e d  R e q u e s t  f o r  F e d e r a l 
Assistance in the form of emergency social services.  Be-
fore stepping into the POC I had also informed the re-
gional health portfolio executives of the provincial acti-
vation and recommended the act ivation 
of our Regional Emergency Coordination Centre in Ed-
m o n t o n . 
 
The extent and complexity of the Fort McMurray disaster 
resulted in the declaration of a State of Local Emergency 
and a Provincial State of Emergency.  The mandatory 
evacuation of 88,000 from the affected 
area and limited provincial resources to support those 
evacuated to numerous reception centers necessitated 
the involvement of the federal government and trig-
gered the request for assets from the NESS (National 
Emergency Strategic Stockpile) of the federal govern-
ment. The many response and recovery considerations 
also helped identify a potential need for additional 
health support personnel from outside the province 
through another national support system – the OFMAR 
(Official Framework for Mutual Aid Requests).  It is the 
NESS and the OFMAR that I would like to describe in the 
next sections to further our memberships' 
understanding of them as both have connections to the 
work that EHOs conduct during emergency response. 
 
The Public Health Agency of Canada maintains the Na-
tional Emergency Strategic Stockpile (NESS) to respond 
to a variety of emergencies with health impacts, includ-
i n g  i n f l u e n z a  p a n d e m i c s , 
terrorism events, and natural disasters.   The stockpile 
contains a variety of assets from biomedical equipment, 
clinic supplies, pharmaceuticals and emergency social 
service supplies assets such as cots and blankets.  Upon 
request from the province, the NESS program provides 
emergency supplies in support of municipal, provincial 
and territorial health emergency responses. Requests for 
assistance must be made by the Province or Territory 
health emergency management authorities through 
PHAC’s health emergency response single window – the 
HPOC  (Health Portfolio Operation Centre).  NESS assets 
are held in warehouses strategically located across Can-
ada to ensure a timely response capability once a re-
quest is received.  The NESS has mini-clinics that can be 
deployed on short notice (within 24 hours) to be set-up 
within existing buildings such as schools and community 
centers. This asset is intended to provide extra support to 
emergency responders to triage and provide basic 
treatment in a health emergency.   The stockpiles also 
contain large numbers of social services assets such as 

cots, blankets, and reception centre kits.  

Continued on the next page... 
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A Federal Perspective on the Fort McMurray Urban Interface 
Wildfire Response continued... 

The NESS prepositioned and provided thousands of beds 
and blankets to help with the displacement of people from 
their homes during the Fort McMurray wildfire event.  Re-
gional PHAC staff and the health portfolio agency repre-
sentative to the POC worked collaboratively with the con-
sequence management officers of the Ministry of Human 
Services and the Ottawa based NESS program staff. The 
NESS also routinely works in collaboration with its provin-
cial partners in the preparedness planning for events, such 
as the 2010 Vancouver Olympics and the 2015 Pan-
A m e r i c a n  G a m e s   h e l d  i n  O n t a r i o . 
 
The Official Framework for Mutual Aid Request (OFMAR) 
is a non-binding mechanism that can be activated by prov-
inces and territories to identify and share healthcare pro-
fessionals and health assets inter-jurisdictionally during 
emergency events.  Although originally created for physi-
cians and nurses, the tool is flexible and can expand to 
identify other healthcare professionals including Environ-
mental Health Officers.  The OFMAR was created as a 
resource to operationalize a F/P/T Ministers memorandum 
of understanding on the provision of mutual aid in relation 
to health resources during an emergency affecting the 
health of the public. It was used during the Fort McMurray 
Urban Interface Wildfire response and can be summa-
rized as follows: HPOC was notified by the regional EP&R 
Unit of a potential request from Alberta Health to help 
identify surge capacity (in the form of specific health care 
professionals that could assist with the anticipated health 
r e l a t e d  r e s p o n s e ) . 
Upon this notification, OFMAR was activated by the HPOC 
and a pan-regional call out was initiated to all potential 

sending jurisdictions across the country.  

Pan-regional offers of assistance were consolidated by 
PHAC and provided to Alberta Health, who had the op-
portunity to act on the offers by selecting and accepting 
all or part of the offers.  In the case of Fort McMurray, the 
province ended up utilizing a pre-existing bilateral agree-
ment with the province of BC.  However, traditionally, up-
on acceptance of an offer, jurisdictions involved enter into 
a negotiation of a Mutual Aid Agreement that outlines 
among others: cost recovery, workplace health, licensure, 
etc. While this agreement is being negotiated, the sending 
and receiving regulatory bodies undertake validation of 
licensure of the identified regulated health professionals, 
and  where  ne ce s sa ry ,  s eek  eme rgency 
licensure.  At this stage logistics planning is also undertak-
en to support the potential deployment of the resources. 
The OFMAR process is deactivated at the end of the event 
or upon request of the affected jurisdiction. In May of 
2016, OFMAR was activated to identify inter-jurisdictional 
surge capacity in the form of Mental Health Professionals, 
Environmental Health Officers, Public Health Nurses, and 

Paramedics. 

In the week following the initial notification, a total of 
389 individuals were identified as possible resources to 
support the Alberta response. While OFMAR is a rela-
tively new concept it has proven useful on more 
than one occasion, as our province has also benefited 
from its activation during the 2013 Southern Alberta 
Flooding event, where the process was used to identify 
80 CPHI(C) certified EHOs within 24 hours 
available to support the provincial response that many 
o f  u s  we r e  f r o n t  a nd  c e n t r e  o n . 
 
While most emergencies and even larger disasters are 
well within the provincial response capacity, federal 
systems are in place to supplement the provincial re-
sponse.  Understanding these systems and 
developing working level relationships with cross juris-
dictional stakeholders is essential within the field of 
emergency management and it is these relationships 
tha t  a l low for  co l laborat ion between 
entities that don't necessarily interact on a day-to-day 
basis with each other.  My experience in 2016 proved 
to me that the relationship building and their mainte-
nance, as well as cross jurisdictional training and exer-
cising that can help prepare any jurisdiction for unprec-
edented emergency events.  In my case, the numerous 
activities undertaken in preparation for Exercise Pacific 
Quake 2016, helped me fulfill my role in the response 
to the Fort McMurray Wildfire.  The AB experience 
obtained from the Provincial Emergency Operation 
Centre, the activation of our own Regional Emergency 
Co-ordination Centre and my interactions with Ottawa 
programs such as NESS and the Mutual Aid Coordina-
tion Services in turn better prepared me for participa-
t ion  in the exerci se a month later . 
 
I would like to conclude with a couple of quotes that I 
came acro s s  and  t ha t  seem f i t t i ng : 
 
“There's no harm in hoping for the best as long as 

you're prepared for the worst.” - Stephen King 

“Every action in the present prepare us for the future.”- 
L a i l a h  G i f t y A k i t a 
 
So true.  I hope that we all learn from our experiences 
from 2016 and that our past successes and failures 
help up prepare to work collaboratively in the future. 

 

 

Submitted by Wojciech Drobina 
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President’s Message Continued from page 2…  
 
To quote Peter MacKinnon, “Our emergency/ disaster plan-
ning provided the foundation upon which we acted”. He 
describes our actions as “exemplary” and “exceptional”. 
Likewise, our education and professional experience form 
the foundation on which we act. Most members will agree 
that we view our work as more than a job but rather as a 

 

 

vocation. Therefore, we educate ourselves because this is 
what we are called to do, because we choose to be the 
very best we can be in the field of environmental public 
health.  

 
Respectfully submitted, 
Evelien Meyer, CPHI(C) 

Branch President, CIPHI Alberta 
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The Regional Municipality has a website that shows the before and 
after state of each of the communities in the Regional Municipality of 
Wood Buffalo (RMWB) and the City of Fort McMurray. It is really 
quite outstanding to see the before and after photos of each part o 
the community. It is quite humbling to see the devastation the “beast”, 
as it has been called, caused in such as short period of time.  
http://firemap.rmwb.ca/fire-map.html#17/56.72345/-111.47151 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Fort McMurray regional air quality was monitored post fire from 
May 30– June 8 for particulate matter, the preliminary report of that 
data was published by the Government of Alberta, and can be found 
online.  
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/0d6b3004-ef75-404e-8984-
75dbe53c7a35/ resou r ce/0bcdf5f0 -ab83-4ea8-a345 -
7f0a20ef5f58/download/Fort-McMurray-Reentry-Preliminary-Air-
Quality-Data-final-2017.pdf   
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