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CURRENT STATISTICS  

Fires to-date: 14 

Hectares burned: 10 

Human-caused: 11 

Lightning-caused: 1 

Undetermined: 2 

BANS AND PROHIBITIONS 

Campfire: No Prohibition  

Category 2: No Prohibition  

Category 3: No Prohibition  

Forest Use Restrictions:  No Prohibi-
tion  

Prohibitions section of bcwildfire.ca for full 

details.  

Wildfire  
NEWS  

Northwest Fire Centre  ISSUE 4 | 06.21.2021 

Northwest Fire Centre Update 
Between June 11th to 13th, the BC Wildfire Service sent 200 fire-

fighters and five support staff to Quebec and Ontario to assist with 

firefighting efforts in those provinces. This includes the Burns Lake 

Unit Crew from the Nadina Fire Zone and a support staff member 

from the Bulkley Fire Zone in the Northwest Fire Centre. 

Deployments usually last for two weeks, but crews and personnel 

can be recalled if our wildfire conditions change in British Columbia. 

Covid-19 precautions are taken to protect our deployed firefighters 

and personnel; they are expected to work within their exiting work 

‘bubbles’ and will work separately from Quebec and Ontario fire-

fighters. 

Fire activity in the Northwest Fire Centre has remained low over 

the past two weeks, as weather conditions have been relatively wet 

and cool.  

This past weekend saw a transition to warmer and drier weather, 

which is forecast to last through this week and into next week. As a 

result,  forest fuels will continue to dry as we move towards sum-

mer conditions. 

Crews across the Northwest Fire Centre have also been busy with 

training and project work in their communities. 
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http://bcfireinfo.for.gov.bc.ca/hprScripts/WildfireNews/Bans.asp
http://bcfireinfo.for.gov.bc.ca/hprScripts/WildfireNews/Bans.asp
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/safety/wildfire-status
https://www.facebook.com/BCForestFireInfo/
https://twitter.com/BCGovFireInfo
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Vic Upshaw has been involved with the BC Wildfire 

Service in the Coastal Fire Centre for around 25 years, 

starting as a crew member with the Trail Blazers Unit 

Crew based outside Hope, B.C. He later moved up to 

crew leader, wildfire assistant and currently assumes 

the role of wildfire technician in the Fraser Fire Zone. 

Upshaw said the people in BCWS are his main moti-

vation to return and being able to give back to the 

community beyond fighting fires has been the most 

rewarding aspect of this job.  

Aside from fighting fires, he said it’s encouraging to 

see the relationship building and community connec-

tions being strengthened between BCWS and Indige-

nous communities over the last few years. He added 

that places such as burial grounds and traditional 

hunting and fishing sites may be at risk to wildfire. 

Connecting with Indigenous elders and leaders during 

planning can help identify these values, anticipate 

potential issues and help us mitigate negative im-

pacts on these sensitive areas.  

 “As a firefighter with our organization, I’ve been able 

to take that oral history and knowledge passed down 

from elders for generations to build relationships that 

help us work towards the same goal.” 

Vic added that recruiting members from Indigenous 

communities means gaining the oral history and tra-

ditional knowledge of local areas in B.C. Many of 

these communities are rural and know how to sustain 

themselves which can provide services or contractors 

with knowledge of the area in case of an emergency. 

This means that locals and BCWS members can stand 

shoulder to shoulder to support and protect commu-

nities.  

As an Indigenous person, Vic acknowledged fire is 

important to many aspects of life. Through history 

and into current day, fire is a timeless technological 

advancement that is used for sustenance, ceremonial 

purposes and land management, but it’s also a facet 

of social connection. For many events and experienc-

es, fire often brings people together.  

“In our communities, fire is the centrepiece where 

you gather to listen to elders tell stories, to feel con-

nected and to share experiences with your communi-

ty. It is also where we give offerings to those who 

have passed and to honour those who we have lost. 

People from all cultures use fire to honour grief and 

loss, lighting a candle for example. It is part of the 

global human experience – there is more that unites 

us than separates us.” 

Being a member of BCWS isn’t just his day job, it is a 

part of his identity within his community. Others may 

look to him and other Indigenous members of BCWS 

as an example for their own lives.  

“It says something when I stand as a leader in uni-

form – younger generations may see that you can set 

goals for yourself, achieve what you set your mind to 

and become a leader yourself. I feel proud and I feel 

responsible in my position as a leader and that 

doesn’t stop when my shift ends.” 
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Staff Spotlight: Vic Upshaw 

Vic Upshaw 

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/safety/wildfire-status
https://www.facebook.com/BCForestFireInfo/
https://twitter.com/BCGovFireInfo
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Freshet and fire season are upon us, and while they 

may seem like separate events, there are many 

elements that overlap each other.  

To learn more about floods, wildfires, and how you 

can prepare for an emergency, we talked to Kaylee 

Tower, Regional Manager with Emergency 

Management BC. 

How are flood and fire related?  

EMBC uses a system called the British Columbia 

Emergency Management System (BCEMS), which is 

based on the Incident Command System to manage 

all hazards. Whether we are coordinating a wildfire, 

flood, or hazmat spill response, the basic building 

blocks look the same.  

The biggest difference between flood and fire is the 

site-level response. Wildfire is a hazard where there 

are first responders who are dedicated to responding 

and stopping the fire from affecting private property. 

Flood response falls to the entity that is responsible 

for the property in question.  

Local authorities and First Nations can take action to 

protect their critical infrastructure (e.g. city hall, 

sewage lift stations, band-owned homes, public 

works yard, etc.), and that response is supported by 

the province by providing flood response measures 

such as sandbags, gabion baskets, tiger dams, and 

wildfire crews to set these up.  

What does flood response mean for wildfire 

season preparation?  

Usually flood season happens in the spring and fall, 

and wildfire season will happen during the summer. 

There can be a lot of overlap between flood and 

wildfire season, though. I have been in an activated 

Provincial Regional Emergency Operations Centre 

(PREOC) where we were managing response to 

floods, landslides, and wildfires at the same time. You 

can’t predict what will happen because these hazards 

are so weather dependent, so we typically prepare 

for wildfire and flood season at the same time.  

How do EMBC and BCWS work together on flood 

response? 

Instead of taking a lead role like with wildfires, BCWS 

takes a supporting role during flood response to help 

EMBC support local authorities and First Nations. 

EMBC and BCWS have a Memorandum of 

Understanding (MOU) where EMBC can request 

aviation services from BCWS during flood response. 

We utilize aviation resources mainly to conduct aerial 

flood assessments and snow observations. 

Occasionally we’ll also use helicopters to transport 

things like groceries and fuel to communities that 

have lost their road access due to flooding. We have 
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Northwest Fire Centre  

Emergency Management BC (EMBC) Flood Response  

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/safety/wildfire-status
https://www.facebook.com/BCForestFireInfo/
https://twitter.com/BCGovFireInfo
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even used helicopters hired via the MOU to conduct evacuations of communities that are at imminent dan-

ger from floods.  

BCWS also supports flood response by providing personnel. Wildfire crews can be used for sandbagging or 

setting up gabions and tiger dams. EMBC has also utilised other BCWS staff in our PREOCs, and Incident  

Management Teams have been deployed to manage large flooding incident response. We also make use of 

BCWS weather forecasters because of their local knowledge and ability to provide spot forecasts when we 

identify an area of potential risk.  

How can people prepare for freshet season? 

• Have a plan: Having an emergency plan ensures you and your household know what to do and can 

safely respond if you’re faced with the threat of flooding. 

• Create grab-and-go bags: Assemble a grab-and-go bag for each member of your household with the 

essentials you will need if you are asked to evacuate. 

• Protect your home: Prepare for possible flooding of low-lying areas by moving equipment and other 

valuables to higher locations, where possible. Clear perimeter drains, eavestroughs and gutters. Sand-

bags also help and may be available through your local government. 

 

More readiness information, including the PreparedBC Flood Preparedness Guide, is available online at 

www.preparedbc.ca/floods  
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Emergency Management BC Flood Response Continued  

Before a flood  During a flood  After a flood  

Read about what to do 

after a flood here. 

Read about what to do 

during a flood here. 

Read about what to do 

before a flood here. 

http://www.preparedbc.ca/floods
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/safety/wildfire-status
https://www.facebook.com/BCForestFireInfo/
https://twitter.com/BCGovFireInfo
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/safety/emergency-preparedness-response-recovery/preparedbc/know-your-hazards/floods/after-flood
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/safety/emergency-preparedness-response-recovery/preparedbc/know-your-hazards/floods/during-flood
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/safety/emergency-preparedness-response-recovery/preparedbc/know-your-hazards/floods/before-flood
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The history of Indigenous unit crews 
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Northwest Fire Centre  

The Indigenous Unit Crew Program has been a part of 

BC Wildfire Service since 1988. Before, there were no 

formal unit crews, instead there were street hires with a 

wide variety of firefighting abilities.  

The program was originally developed on a contract ba-

sis and crews were created and operated throughout 

B.C. The first crew operated out of a gravel pit in Hou-

ston.  

In 1989 and 1990 the first Indigenous unit crews started 

in Princeton, Riske Creek, Smithers and Vanderhoof, 

B.C. The program’s intent was to provide local employ-

ment for Indigenous communities and utilize their 

knowledge of the land and fire management. In 1992 a 

task team reached out to every band and Tribal Council in the province to gauge community interest in sup-

porting a local crew and determine whether the community had a potential supervisor in mind. Some of the 

first communities involved were Kamloops, Vernon, Alexis Creek and Port Alberni, B.C. 

At its peak there were 25 or so Indigenous unit crews such as the Rainmakers, Thunderbirds, Timber Wolves, 

Fire Stalkers and Lightning Strikes. The program has benefitted the crews and individuals who comprise 

them, providing them with steady seasonal employment, instilling pride in Indigenous communities, allowing 

for shared resources and developing relationships between government and community. Indigenous mem-

bers have made up some of the most well respected and knowledgeable crews in the province.   

Indigenous unit crews were, and still are, known for their exceptional work ethic, knowledge of the land and 

fire management practices.  

Many Indigenous folks who experienced the program have only positive things to say. Some recalled a de-

crease in alcoholism, substance abuse and mental health issues of the crew members throughout their time 

working. 

Ryan Pascal, crew supervisor of the Salish Unit Crew, said his crew is completely sober during the fire season 

which has improved the mental and physical health of his crew.   

The Heatseeker, Salish & Ravens Unit Crews 

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/safety/wildfire-status
https://www.facebook.com/BCForestFireInfo/
https://twitter.com/BCGovFireInfo
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History of Indigenous Unit Crews continued  
Although the program had benefits, there have also been difficulties. Some Indigenous crew members re-

member encountering racism in their work, even in positions of authority. Indigenous crew leaders faced 

racism and deviant behaviors from non-Indigenous crew members due to their background.  

Over time as BCWS evolved, increased barriers to the application and recruitment process resulted in chal-

lenges to Indigenous applicants that still exist today.  

Some challenges included being relocated far from their family or local Nation, expectations of applicants to 

have a computer or have cover letter and resume skills, which were often less accessible to Indigenous appli-

cants, and mostly white interview panels are less representative of new Indigenous hires.  

More complex wording on applications, learning how to answer competency-based interview questions, hav-

ing minimal internet access, having a criminal record or not having a passport or driver’s license also often 

meant they didn’t make the recruitment cut.  

There were also cultural differences. For example, during dipping season when many Indigenous people are 

providing for themselves and their families for the year, members would be up all-night catching game, fish-

ing, hunting and getting wood to provide for their families.  

These cultural practices resulted in them taking leave as it’s an important cultural time, but the new, and 

stricter, government standards were expected to be conformed to without cultural considerations. 

These barriers to recruitment and retention contributed to a decrease in the amount of Indigenous crew 

members. This decrease is an apparent shift away from the initial intent of the Indigenous Unit Crew Pro-

gram, which was a program to build on the expertise of Indigenous people, to increase Indigenous communi-

ty capacity economically and bridge the employment gap. 

Work is currently underway to address such barriers.  

Some work underway includes having Indigenous staff members involved in recruitment of new Indigenous 

employees, the Indigenous Forestry Scholarship and the Indigenous Youth Internship Program. 

The recruitment and interview process has also been adapted to better accommodate Indigenous applicants. 

Indigenous people interested in working for BCWS can be partnered with a current staff member to help an-

swer their questions on the job and support them through the application process. Competencies and re-

quirements were also adjusted to account for cultural knowledge and activities.  

Ultimately this change saw an increase in applications from Indigenous people, a trend BCWS hopes to con-

tinue.  

While there is still work to be done, BCWS is proud of the steps that have been taken and grateful for those 

who have shared their experiences and challenges with us so we can continue to grow. 

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/safety/wildfire-status
https://www.facebook.com/BCForestFireInfo/
https://twitter.com/BCGovFireInfo


 7 

 

 

Northwest Fire Centre PAGE 7 

New Mobile App Now Available 
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The official BC Wildfire Service mobile app is now available, providing real-time wild-

fire information and an interactive map that users can customize to display a variety 

of fire related data.  It is free to download in the App Store and Google Play. 

For further details about the BC Wildfire Service mobile app, refer to the online refer-

ence guide: http://ow.ly/dZkr30qDdfM  

FireSmart BC  
To effectively reduce wildfire risk, it is important that the public gain a better under-

standing of what it means to be FireSmart. Check out FireSmart BC’s amazing re-

sources online: 

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/firesmartbc/  

Twitter: https://twitter.com/BCFireSmart  

Website: FireSmartbc.ca 

LiveIt  
The BC Wildfire Service has partnered with LiveIt for #FireSmart Week! Re-live this 

amazing event and check out their website to learn about forest ecology and how to 

increase the resiliency of your home in the event of a wildfire.  

https://www.liveit.earth/firesmart-week  

 

NORTHWEST FIRE CENTRE INFORMATION  

SECTION CONTACTS 

Carolyn Bartos: 250-876-7138  

Casda Thomas: 250-876-7191 

NWFC Communications email: 

BCWS.NWFCInformationOfficer@gov.bc.ca  

Report a Wildfire:  *5555 on a cell or  1 800 663-

5555 Wildfire  

Information Line: 1 888 3FOREST  

Burn Registration Number:  1 888 797-1717  

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/safety/wildfire-status
https://www.facebook.com/BCForestFireInfo/
https://twitter.com/BCGovFireInfo
http://ow.ly/dZkr30qDdfM
https://www.facebook.com/firesmartbc/
https://twitter.com/BCFireSmart
https://firesmartbc.ca/
https://www.facebook.com/liveit.earth/?fref=mentions&__xts__%5B0%5D=68.ARCsgmUyjgb1-wAsXUxnVUxfAXDh8Jb9Q6CHCKOK8924utK3vS0PCVXdxqE3mr2KkMXiJ_53_PCgHva-3fkl-GU4CxxuehPbkqjET6qMvIPwj_8VPehMX0uO_L7dtwPqlJp1jsmhY6JQbu7d_6YfunYeD8AjYONUaR02a7E3PlvlJliN1S4y5SVfNAhM
https://www.facebook.com/hashtag/firesmart?source=feed_text&epa=HASHTAG&__xts__%5B0%5D=68.ARCsgmUyjgb1-wAsXUxnVUxfAXDh8Jb9Q6CHCKOK8924utK3vS0PCVXdxqE3mr2KkMXiJ_53_PCgHva-3fkl-GU4CxxuehPbkqjET6qMvIPwj_8VPehMX0uO_L7dtwPqlJp1jsmhY6JQbu7d_6YfunYeD8AjYONUaR02a7E3P
https://www.liveit.earth/firesmart-week

