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Wildfire Evacuation Events

4.9% 

Canadian population 
identifies as 

Indigenous

42% 

(583/1387) 
of wildfire 

evacuation events 
between 1980-2021

were of 

Communities with 
>50% Indigenous 

population



5

 Christianson, Johnston, et 
al. in prep



© Her Majesty the Queen in Right of Canada, as represented by the Minister of Natural Resources, 2017

Cause of Evacuation Communities with 
>50% Indigenous 

population
Direct Threat 

60%
~349 events

Smoke Only

35.7%
~208 events

Other/Unknown 

4.3%
~25 events

Canada
Direct Threat 

78.2%
~1083 events

Smoke Only

16.8%
~232 events

Other/Unknown

5% 
~70 events
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Increasing risk
o  Climate change

o Fire exclusion

o Fire suppression

o Forest management practices

o Expansion of wildland-urban interface

o 60% of First Nations reserves located within 
or intersect the wildland-human interface
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What is Indigenous Fire 
Stewardship?

Any activity where Indigenous Peoples assert their jurisdiction and exercise 
their rights related to fire
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Indigenous Cultural Burning 
 Indigenous peoples ‘sought to replace fires of 
chance with fires of choice’ (Pyne, 2007, p. 23). 
“cleaning the land”

 Using fire to achieve specific cultural objectives

 “I didn’t set the forest on fire just for the sake of 
burning, but so that I could return to hunt the 
next year and live” (Ferguson, 1979, p.81). 

10

https://yourforestpodcast.com/good-fire-podcast



Indigenous Knowledge Systems
• Stewarding 

biodiversity
• Reyes-Garcia et al. 2021, 

Fernández-Llamazares et 
al. 2021, Hoffman et al. 
2021, Ogar et al. 2020, 
Lake & Christianson 2019, 
Schuster et al. 2019, 

• Nature-based 
solutions to climate 
change

• FireSticks Alliance, 
Townsend et al. 2020, 
Etchart 2017

• Disaster Risk 
Reduction
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 Residential Schools
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In our younger days, I never ever heard my parents or 
grandparents talk about our traditional stuff, you know 
songs or-or sweat lodging or language. I never ever 
felt that they wanted to teach us the old ways because 
they were beaten or put soap in their mouth or 
punished for practicing our traditional stuff. So, I think 
the only thing she ever told me was when my brother 
passed, I had to go to a sweat lodge, and that’s when 
I started going out on my own and-and starting to 
figure out some of traditional stuff... I think it not only 
affected me I think it affected my children because I 
got nothing to pass down, but I think it’s gonna come 
to a point where you know we’re gonna have to start 
doing these things or else.
(Daryle Shackelly) By: Daniel Harrington

For: Blazing the Trail

Cultural 
Severance

aka fire exclusion/ 
suppression

Wildfire management agencies 
racialized ‘light burning’ and 
delegitimized or erased Indigenous 
peoples and knowledge through 
three key narratives: (1) 
Discrediting - ‘savage’ narrative; (2) 
Downplaying - vanishing ‘Indian’ 
narrative; and (3) Erasure - terra 
nulius narrative.

Vinyeta K. Under the guise of science: how the US 
Forest Service deployed settler colonial and racist logics 
to advance an unsubstantiated fire suppression agenda. 
Environ Sociol. 2021:1-15 
https://doi.org/10.1080/23251042.2021.1987608



 https://link.spring
er.com/article/10.
1007/s40725-022-
00168-9
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https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40725-022-00168-9
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40725-022-00168-9
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40725-022-00168-9
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40725-022-00168-9
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What is the difference between cultural 
burning and prescribed fire?

 PCA National Fire Management Plan and Prescribed Fire Standard of Practice differentiate 
the two practices.

Prescribed Fire

• Agency driven
• Objectives – usually hazard 

reduction or ecological
• Production burning – as much 

in as little time as possible
• Vary in intensity – including 

crown fire replication
• Para-military structure
• Accelerants

Cultural Fire 

• Indigenous led around cultural 
objectives

• Indigenous knowledge-driven 
around time to burn and 
techniques for burning

• Generally, “slow cool burns” – 
fire we can walk beside 

• Family centered
• Accelerants? – traditional fire 

ignition methods preferred
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Cultural Safety of Indigenous 
Wildland Firefighters
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http://www.turtleislandconsulting.ca/cultural-safety.html
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Thunderbirdcollective.ca

info@thunderbirdcollective.ca



• https://www.ilinationhood.ca/events/ili-virtual-fire-workshop
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https://www.ilinationhood.ca/events/ili-virtual-fire-workshop
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https://docs.google.com/file/d/17-PUtXk8bF0HLP5RRvYxsnE8JSfQfecW/preview
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Issues
• Low recognition of Indigenous expertise related to fire – we are still here

• Power dynamics – Indigenous sovereignty, land-back etc

• Non-Indigenous interest and appropriation

• No(?) sustained funding (5+ years) for jobs for Indigenous peoples
• Guardians program funding is a start

• One-off projects and overwhelming requests

• Social justice
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