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Glossary of Terms 

 

Affiliated volunteer ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άaffiliated volunteerέ refers to an individual who is part of 

ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǊƻǎǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊǎΦ !ŦŦƛƭƛŀǘŜŘ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǇǊŜ-

identified and may have received orientation or training prior to any 

disaster response mobilization. 

Civil Society The term Civil Society refers to the wide array of non-governmental 

and not-for-profit organizations that have a presence in public life, 

expressing the interests and values of their members or others, 

based on ethical, cultural, political, scientific, religious or 

philanthropic considerations. Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) 

therefore refer to a wide of array of organizations: community 

groups, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), labor unions, 

indigenous groups, charitable organizations, faith-based 

organizations, professional associations, and foundations [1]. 

Sendai Framework The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction is a 15-year, 
voluntary, non-binding agreement which recognizes that the State 
has the primary role to reduce disaster risk but that responsibility 
should be shared with other stakeholders including local 
government, the private sector and other stakeholders. It aims for 
the following outcome:  
 
The substantial reduction of disaster risk and losses in lives, 
livelihoods and health and in the economic, physical, social, cultural 
and environmental assets of persons, businesses, communities and 
countries [2]. 

Spontaneous 
volunteer 

¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ άǎǇƻƴǘŀƴŜƻǳǎέΣ άŜǇƛǎƻŘƛŎέ ƻǊ άǿŀƭƪ-ƛƴέ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊ refer to 
people offering their assistance to Voluntary Organizations without 
having been previously affiliated, prepared, or trained by those 
organizations. 

Surge capacity A system's ability to rapidly expand beyond normal services to meet 
the increased demand for qualified personnel, and services in the 
event of large-scale emergencies or disasters [3] 

Voluntary Sector The Voluntary Sector consists of non-governmental and not-for-profit 
organizations that work towards delivering tangible benefits to 
ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άǘƘƛǊŘ ǎŜŎǘƻǊέ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ 
Civil Society. 
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Executive Summary 

 

This report has been prepared by the Canadian Red Cross, acting on behalf of the Voluntary Sector 

Working Group (VSWG) ƻŦ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ tƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ŦƻǊ 5ƛǎŀǎǘŜǊ wƛǎƪ wŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ό5wwύ. It presents a first-ever 

sectoral analysis of the capabilities and capacity of the major national Voluntary Sector Organizations 

(VSOs) operating in Emergency Management (EM) in Canada. 

 

The report is one of the components under the project Understanding and Enabling Volunteer 

Emergency Management in Canada led by the Canadian Safety and Security Program and managed 

through Defence Research and Development CanadaΩǎ (DRDC) Centre for Security Science. The objective 

of the project is to expand knowledge on current volunteer EM capabilities in Canada and to develop an 

evidence-based model for improved volunteer integration into the Canadian EM system. 

 
In a context of rising disaster frequency, intensity and cost, there is recognition of the operational, 

economic, and social value of engaging volunteers in EM. Federal, Provincial/Territorial (F, P/T) and local 

governments are thus increasingly looking at ways to further leverage volunteers and the Voluntary 

{ŜŎǘƻǊΩǎ capabilities and capacity to reduce the strains of disasters on governmental fiscal capacity and 

to fulfill /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ άǿƘƻƭŜ-of-ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅέ resilience approach. Also, such strategy is directly aligned with the 

Sendai Framework for DRR endorsed by the Government of Canada. 

 

This study combines a literature review, results from a survey, and insight provided by case studies. For 

the purpose of the survey, the VSWG and DRDC developed a list of 25 capabilities to characterize the 

competencies of the Canadian voluntary sector in EM. VSOs responding to the survey identified, for 

each selected capability, their workforce capacity (volunteers and employees), lines of authority, 

applicable Disaster Management (DM) phases, training and certification measures, and areas for 

capacity development. 

 

The study resulted in the following outcomes, findings and recommendations: 

 

Outcomes: 

 

- The list of 25 EM capabilities developed for the survey represents both methodological advances 

and a significant contribution of knowledge to the field of EM in Canada. 

 

- The study enabled the identification of the primary national, provincial and local VSOs operating in 

EM in Canada. 

 

- The study provides comprehensive and representative information of the capabilities and capacity 

available through National VSOs in EM. 

 

- The study offers indicative information through data and case studies on the capabilities and 

capacity of Provincial and Local VSOs in EM and, more broadly, of Civil Society Organizations 
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(CSOs) engaged at the community level. The case studies also illustrate the diversity of emergency 

situations in Canada and the dynamics unfolding between Voluntary and non-profit organizations, 

governmental agencies, and the public. 

 

Findings: 

  

- Capabilities: 

 

The Canadian Voluntary Sector in EM demonstrates a comprehensive array of expertise related to 

EM. Based on the list of 25 EM capabilities, National VSOs in EM have capacity in nearly all 

capabilities (22 capabilities out of 25). 

 

The exception to this observation is in two capabilities: 1) Mitigation (structural and non-

structural) and 2) Critical Infrastructure Resilience and Restoration. 

 

National VSOs in EM generally operate in distinct capability niches with a high degree of 

segmentation. While this indicates limited overlap of capabilities, results from the survey do not 

inform as to the level of integration and complementarity among VSOs in EM. 

 

- Capacity, Training and Certification:  

 

Volunteerism in EM seems reflective of the vibrancy of Canadian volunteerism. National VSOs in 

EM report large numbers of volunteers by capability (over 10,000 affiliated for 18 capabilities) and 

prevalent surge capacity. 

 

The case studies confirm that the Canadian Voluntary Sector in EM has robust systems and 

standards for the recruitment, engagement and deployment of affiliated and spontaneous 

volunteers. 

 

Training of affiliated volunteers is very well established in Canadian VSOs in EM with training 

material that is reviewed regularly and often. Certification spans only to a few capabilities. 

 

National VSOs in EM report plans to expand to new locations and recruit affiliated volunteers. 

Volunteer retention is essential to guarantee that investments made in recruiting, training and 

certifying volunteers are amortized. Within the scope of this study, it cannot be inferred if this 

recruitment is to meet geographic expansion needs, invest in additional capabilities, prepare for 

increased number of emergencies, or off-set volunteer attrition.  

 

- Authority and Governance:  

 

Canadian VSOs in EM and CSOs are self-directed and display a great sense of leadership. The 

government is the privileged partner for VSOs in EM. However, case studies highlight that, 
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although pre-established agreements represent a significant advantage, VSOs in EM operate 

under a variety of local and provincial arrangements and/or in the absence thereof. This situation 

falls short of Priority 2 of the Sendai CǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ŦƻǊ άǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊ Ǌƛǎƪ 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ǊƛǎƪέΦ 

 

- The DM Cycle and Resilience:  

 

The study highlights the systemic predisposition to engage the Voluntary Sector in EM in the 

response phase. This emphasis would therefore appear to be misaligned with the whole-of-society 

resilience and DRR approach that is currently guiding the Canadian EM policy landscape. 

 

Recommendations: 

 

- Capabilities: Further investigation is necessary to confirm an actual gap in the following two 

capabilities: 1) Mitigation (structural and non-structural); 2) Critical Infrastructure Resilience and 

Restoration 

 

- Segmentation: Assess the current systems of relationships and governance, and identify possible 

needs and opportunities for greater collaboration and capability integration among VSOs in EM. 

 

- Training, certification, retention: a) Evaluate if more volunteer certification is needed in Canada; b) 

Conduct business cases on the Return on Investment related to training and certifying volunteers 

in relation to needs and retention rates. 

 

- Authority and Governance: Systematically review existing arrangements and coordination 

mechanisms at the F, P/T and local levels to promote a stronger recognition and integration of 

VSOs in EM in governance structures including: legislations, frameworks, policies, guiding 

principles, and EM systems. 

 

- DM Cycle and Resilience: a) assess how VSOs in EM can expand their activities and engage 

volunteers to phases of the DM cycle other than the response phase; b) increase the 

understanding of the role, contribution and processes by which local CSOs are fostering whole-of-

society resilience; c) strengthen linkages and integration between VSOs in EM and local CSOs. 

 

In light of these findings, this study leads to the clear articulation of two important questions: 1) How to 

enable the Voluntary Sector in EM so that it can take a greater stance in preparedness and mitigation? 

2) How can volunteers and the Voluntary Sector be adequately taken into account in the upcoming 

Canadian plan of action for the implementation of the Sendai Framework?  

 

Adding capabilities geared towards preparedness and mitigation to strengthen preparedness and 

mitigation is certainly an option for further mobilizing voluntary resources. However, as shown by the 

present study, the current emphasis on response highlights that critical investments in widespread risk 
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reduction and, as recommended by the Sendai framework, adequate governance structure, are 

indispensable in enabling the mobilization of volunteer capabilities and capacity towards the full DM 

cycle.  

 

Therefore, in addition to the development of EM capabilities, it is ultimately the strengthening of 

governance structures that more clearly define roles and responsibilities that will be critical in the years 

ahead to ensure the effective integration of voluntary-based resources in the Canadian EM system and 

to attain whole-of-society resilience. 
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1. Introduction 

 

This report has been prepared by the Canadian Red Cross, acting on behalf of the Voluntary Sector 

Working Group (VSWG)1. It presents a first-ever sectoral analysis of the capabilities and capacity of the 

major national Voluntary Sector Organizations (VSOs) operating in Emergency Management (EM) in 

Canada. The report also offers an assessment of which phases of the Disaster Management2 (DM) cycle 

VSOs are active in; which lines of authority VSOs follow; if training and certification are in place; and, if 

VSOs have plans for capacity development. This assessment should be understood as an initial diagnosis 

of the Canadian VSOs in EM to help identify salient strengths, dynamics and possible gaps. 

 

The report is one of the components under the project Understanding and Enabling Volunteer 

Emergency Management in Canada led by the Canadian Safety and Security Program3 and managed 

through Defence Research and Development CanadaΩǎ Centre for Security Science. 

 

!ǎ ǇŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ /ƘŀǊǘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ of the project Understanding and Enabling Volunteer 

Emergency Management in Canada is to expand knowledge on current volunteer EM capabilities in 

Canada and to develop an evidence-based model for improved volunteer integration into the Canadian 

EM system, focused on technical capabilities in support of existing organizations (e.g. first responders, 

civil society, NGOs etc.).  Federal, Provincial and Territorial (F,P/T) governments have already indicated 

their intention to develop a new national policy position on these issues to foster communities in 

Canada that are prepared for, and resilient to, emergency events and violent extremism through risk 

and evidence-based assessments, new technological capabilities, and sociological analyses. This research 

endeavour also stems from the dual recognition of the rising frequency, intensity and costs of disasters, 

coupled with the vibrant participation of Canadian citizens, either directly or through established 

voluntary and non-profit organizations, to help respond to natural and humanitarian emergencies. 

 

Therefore, this first sectoral assessment of Canadian VSOs in EM will feed into the pool of information 

ƎŀǘƘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ ǘǊƛŀƭǎ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 9a 

policy in Canada. 

 

More particularly, this report strives to answer the question: What EM related capabilities and capacity 

do volunteers of organized/formal Voluntary Sector Organizations (VSOs) currently have in Canada? To 

do so, this study combines results from a survey and insight provided by case studies to understand both 

current assets and also dynamics related to the mobilization of VSOs and volunteers in EM throughout 

the DM cycle. It is expected that this research will deliver a strategic image of the sector to inform the 

development of evidence-based policy and/or programs whereby Canada can further enable and 

improve volunteer integration into EM system. 

                                                           
1
 ¢ƘŜ ±{²D ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ tƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ŦƻǊ 5ƛǎŀǎǘŜǊ wƛǎƪ wŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ό5wwύ 

2
 Both Emergency Management (EM) and Disaster Management (DM) use the same four components: Prevention 

& Mitigation, Preparedness, Response, and Recovery 
3
 The project code is:  CSSP-2015-TI-2155 Version 1.0  30-July-2015 
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The report starts by presenting the context and scope (Section 2) and methodology (Section 3) of this 

study. Section 4 gives an overview of academic, government and gray literature. It is followed by Section 

5 which presents results from the survey on VSOs in EM. The report concludes with a section on 

Discussions and Recommendations (Section 6) which is based on data collected from the survey and five 

case studies presented in Appendix 6. The case studies illustrate concretely the work of VSOs in EM in 

various contexts. 
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2. Context and Scope 

 

2.1. Significance of the Study 

 

 

This section combines information from the Charter document for the project Understanding and 

Enabling Volunteer Emergency Management in Canada4 and additional research to present the context 

and rationale for conducting this study. 

 

Addressing rising disaster risk and costs 

 

Disasters are increasing in frequency and severity in Canada. Disasters costs in Canada are estimated to 

rise due to climate change, economic development, aging infrastructure and higher concentration of 

people and assets in exposed areas [4]. The Institute for Catastrophic Loss Reduction warns that large-

ƭƻǎǎ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŜȄŎŜŜŘƛƴƎ Ϸм ōƛƭƭƛƻƴ ƛƴ ƛƴǎǳǊŀōƭŜ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŜ άƴŜǿ ƴƻǊƳŀƭέ ƛƴ /ŀƴŀŘŀ [5]. 

 

Federal, provincial, and territorial (F, P/T) governments bear a significant share of disaster costs through 

financial disaster assistance programs. The current demand on these programs far exceeds available 

funding. Public Safety Canada identified in its 2013-2014 Report on Plans and Strategy that the rising 

cost of disasters is one of the major risks that will increase federal liability under the Disaster Financial 

Assistance Arrangements (DFAA) program [6].  

 

Canada and the Sendai Framework 

 

To support the long-term viability of the F, P/T emergency management system, and to foster the 

resilience of Canadian communities, Canada has consistently aligned its strategy to ¦bL{5wΩǎ 

international frameworks for disaster risk reduction. In its 2015-2016 Report on Plans and Priorities, 

Public Safety Canada reiterated its alignment to the Hyogo Framework5 and, consequently, its 

commitment to modernize /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ŜƳŜǊƎŜncy management by strengthening whole-of-

society resilience [7]. On March 2016, Canada adopted the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk 

Reduction which includes as its Guiding Principles the ά9ƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅέ and tƘŀǘ άspecial 

ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǇŀƛŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜŘ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎέ [8, p. 13]. 

 

 

The Commitment of Canadian Leaders in EM  

 

It is in this context that F, P/T and local governments are increasingly looking at ways to further leverage 

ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ±ƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅ {ŜŎǘƻǊΩǎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŘǳŎŜ ǘƘŜ strains of disasters on governmental 

fiscal capacity and as a way to foster community resilience. 

                                                           
4
 Ibid 

5
 ¦bL{5wΩǎ IȅƻƎƻ CǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ Ǉreceded the Sendai Framework 
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In the fall of 2014, SOREM had already committed to explore the improved integration of volunteers 

ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ /ŀƴŀŘƛŀƴ 9a ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ ŀǎ ŀ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ŜǎŎŀƭŀǘƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊ Ǌƛǎƪ ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 

approach represents significant potential value for money for F, P/T governments and also directly 

supports the development of community resilience by training and empowering communities to take a 

more proactive role in risk reduction and EM. As such, SOREM established an F, P/T άTIGERέ team to 

explore domestic and international models where volunteers are engaged in the EM system. The 

mandate of the TIGER Team is to aggressively pursue research and trials of volunteer integration models 

and to return to F, P/T Ministers Responsible for Emergency Management in two years with 

recommended options on a way forward. 

 

 

2.2. Research Questions 

 

 

The present research study seeks to investigate and provide some answers to the following questions: 

 

- What EM related capabilities do volunteers of organized/formal Voluntary Sector Organizations 

(VSOs) currently have in Canada? 

 

- What is the distribution by province of formal and surge volunteer capacity? 

 

- At what phase(s) of the DM cycle can capabilities be activated? 

 

- Along what lines of authorities are capabilities activated? 

 

- Do VSOs have training and certification in place? 

 

- What are VSOs planning in terms of capability and capacity development? 

 

And: 

 

- What are some concrete examples illustrating the capability, capacity and dynamics of 

Voluntary Organizations and volunteers in EM? 
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3. Methodology 

 

This research combines multiple approaches including a literature review, a survey and concrete 

examples through five case studies (Figure 1). The literature review consisted of an examination of 

academic, government and gray literature. This section of the report presents the methodology 

developed for the assessment ƻŦ ±{hǎΩ ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ through a survey and the elements 

sought for the case studies.  

 

 

  

Figure 1 - Overview of Study 1: Assessment of Voluntary Sector Capacity in EM 
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3.1. Methodology for the Survey 

 

The objective of the survey was to collect information according to EM capability. Thus, the survey was 

primarily administered online as it required a dynamic design that would enable respondents to cycle 

through the same questions for each selected capability. The full survey is available in document form in 

Appendix 1. 

 

3.1.1. Capability List  

 

One of the first tasks of this research was the design and development of a list of capabilities relevant to 

the Canadian Voluntary Sector operating in EM (Table 1). This list of EM capabilities will represent a 

significant contribution to future research and subsequent studies. 

 

Multiple lists were examined, in particular the 32 Core Capabilities list6 of the United States Federal 

Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), the twelve Emergency Social Services (ESS) typically provided 

in Canada7, and the eleven Clusters of the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 

Affairs (OCHA)Φ C9a!Ωǎ ƭƛǎt was deemed too oriented on capabilities related to national defence and first 

responders, whereas ESS and h/I!Ωǎ Cluster list did not provide sufficient level of detail. A mapping was 

therefore done to align these capabilities which resulted in the list of 25 capabilities used in this 

research. 

 

Definitions were developed using, as much as possible, Canadian sources, and in particular the 

Emergency Management ±ƻŎŀōǳƭŀǊȅ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ¢Ǌŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ .ǳǊŜŀǳ, in 

partnership with Public Safety Canada. Whenever a definition was not available, sources from Canadian 

Voluntary Organizations were prioritized over any other sources. 

 

The capability list was developed in close collaboration with members of the Voluntary Sector Working 

Group and Defence Research and Development Canada. The mapping of the three main source lists and 

the final list of capabilities with definitions and their sources is available in Appendix 2: Capability List 

Design.  

 

It was recommended to respondents to select a maximum of ten capabilities although they had the 

possibility to select more if they chose to do so. 

 

 

  

                                                           
6
 https://www.fema.gov/core-capabilities 

7
 http://www.essna.ca/pages/about_ess/ 
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Table 1 ς List of Capabilities 

   

# Capability

1 Risk Assessment

2 Community Resilience and Preparedness

3 Mitigation (Structural and non-structural)

4 Community Emergency Management Planning

5 Public Information and Warning

6 Disaster Assessment and Situational Reporting

7 Operational Coordination in Emergency

8 Operational Communication in Emergency

9 Security and Protection

10 Fire Management and Suppression

11 Public Health and Emergency Medical Services

12 Search and Rescue Operations

13 Supply Chain management and Logistics

14 Transportation

15 Emergency Food/Nutrition

16 Emergency Shelter/Lodging

17 Emergency Clothing & Sundries

18 Family Services

19 Water, Sanitation, Hygiene

20 Education

21 Housing Solutions

22 Emergency Reception Centre

23 Critical Infrastructure resilience and restoration

24 Economic resiliency and recovery

25 Animal health and welfare
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3.1.2. Other Survey Components 

 

 

- Contact information: although there was a confidentiality clause whereby individuals and 

organizations would not be explicitly identified, this information was collected so as to be able 

to follow up with respondents for data verification purposes 

 

- Organization type: the purpose of this section was to identify what kind of voluntary 

organizations are active in EM in Canada. Multiple responses could be selected. 

 

- Disaster Management Cycle: the purpose of this section was to identify phases and sub-phases 

of the DM cycle where VSOs are able to activate their capabilities and capacity. Each phase and 

sub-phase was defined in the survey glossary8 ƛƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ άǇƻǇ-upsέ ōŜǎƛŘŜ ŜŀŎƘ 

option. The phases and sub-phases consisted in: 

 

o Prevention/Mitigation 
o Preparedness 
o Response 

Á Early response 
Á Sustained response 

o Recovery 
Á Early recovery 
Á Recovery and long-term recovery 

 
- Initiating authority: the goal of this section was to better understand at whose request a 

capability was activated and also gain a better understanding of self-initiative, lines of authority, 

collaborations and partnerships. Respondents who selected ǘƘŜ ƻǇǘƛƻƴ άgovernmentέ were 

asked to identify which level(s) of government (local, provincial, territorial). 

 

- Geographic Location and Workforce: ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǎŜǊǾŜŘ ǘƻ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ άǿƘŜǊŜΚέ ŀƴŘ 

άhow many?έ employees and volunteers within each VSO, in order to gauge organizational 

capacity. For each selected capability, respondents had to first identify the province(s) and 

territory(ies) where their organization is active and then provide information on their workforce 

capacity. !Ǝŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎƭƻǎǎŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ άǇƻǇǎ-ǳǇǎέ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴs for the terms in this section 

(i.e. spontaneous volunteers, staff, affiliated volunteers) 

 

o Surge capacity: For each selected province and territory, respondents were asked if they 

had the possibility or not to mobilize spontaneous volunteers; or if their organization 

simply did not recruit spontaneous volunteers 

 

                                                           
8
Appendix 1: Survey, p.53  
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o Workforce: For each selected province and territory, respondents had to provide the 

estimated number of employees and affiliated volunteers by region whenever possible. 

 

- Training and certification: 

 

o Training: the purpose was to identify if VSOs had training material that was current, and 

if training was offered to their employees and volunteers in relation to the selected 

capability.  

 

o Certification: Organizations were also asked if they had internal and/or external 

certification process in place to gauge if more formalized training and evaluation for a 

selected capability was in place. 

 

- Capacity Development: VSOs were asked if, in the coming three years, they had formal plans to 

expand to other phases of the DM cycle, or to other locations, or to recruit more employees 

and/or volunteers. The purpose was to capture the direction of organizational development 

from status quo to active expansion. 

 

3.1.3. Target Organizations 

 

The strategy for recruiting organizations was to reach out ±{²DΩǎ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ and extended network first, 

then reach out to referrals from organizations within early respondents, and through internet research 

focused on EM organizations in Canada. It was also planned to collect data from the volunteer fire 

departments and Indigenous Volunteer Fire Departments through their respective professional 

associations. 

 

At the inception of the project, three tiers of VSOs were identified. 

 

1) The first tier consisted of national VSOs with a specialization in EM 

 

2) The second consisted of national VSOs that can support EM and community resilience in the 

face of disasters or humanitarian crises, though they would not be categorized directly as EM 

organizations. 

 

3) The third tier consisted of provincial/territorial and local VSOs known to be able to support 

actively EM or situations of humanitarian crisis. Those would be directly identified either by tier 

1 or tier 2 organizations, or by the lead researcher. 
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3.1.4. Methodological Limitations 

 

The following limitations were anticipated: 

 

- Survey participation: It was recognized that ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ±{²DΩǎ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪΣ ǘƘŜ ǳǇǘŀƪŜ 

rate for the survey could be lower as direct contact with respondent organizations gradually 

diminished.  

 

- Subjectivity: It was recognized that this research would stand as a first diagnosis ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ±{hǎΩ 

self-evaluation and estimations and that, therefore, the information would be primarily of a 

qualitative nature. 

 

- Regional breakdowns: From the outset it was known that collecting data at the regional level 

would prove extremely difficult as most organizations have their own geographic breakdown, 

and many do not gather data at the regional level. 

 

- Workforce numbers: It was also known that the number spontaneous volunteers could not be 

predicted in advance, thus the choice was made only to ask about the possibility to mobilize 

spontaneous volunteers. Also, both employees and affiliated usually assume a number of roles 

within an organization. Therefore, it was recognized that only aggregation by single capability 

would be possible, but not aggregation for multiple capabilities as it would count multiple time 

the same volunteers. 

 

 

3.2. Case studies: Purpose and Content 

 

The purpose of the case studies was to offer a tangible illustration of the work of VSOs directly involved 

in EM and more particularly to explore: 

 

Á What needs arise from an emergency? 

Á ²ƘƻΩǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘΚ 

Á What type of coordination, collaboration 

Á What is the level of integration with authorities, first responders (police, 

firefighters, para-medics), other voluntary sector organizations? 

Á What capabilities are activated by the VSOs? 

Á How affiliated volunteers are deployed? And how many? 

Á What dynamics related to surge capacity/spontaneous volunteers arise? 

Á What do those cases tell about community capacity and resilience? 

Á What are some gaps that persist?  
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4. Volunteers in EM: A Literature Overview 

 

In recent years there has been an increased focus on the role of volunteers in disasters. As presented in 

a 2015 report of the Voluntary Sector Working Group [9], a number of factors are converging to 

establish the role of volunteers and the Voluntary Sector in disaster response and resilience. 

Pragmatically, as disasters grow in frequency, intensity and cost, there is recognition that governments 

cannot do it all [10]. Operationally, the field of Emergency Management (EM) is shifting from command-

and-control towards people centered approaches that leveǊŀƎŜ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ [11]. Strategically, 

reactive approaches, focused on preparedness and response, are being complemented by adaptive 

strategies focused on mitigation and resiliency [12]. Politically and culturally, volunteerism is fulfilling 

the growing desire of Civil Society to influence and govern on matters affecting its destiny [13] [14]. And 

tactically, the private sector is increasingly engaging employees in volunteerism to achieve community 

investment goals [15]. 

 

Volunteers in disaster  

 

It is well documented that volunteers are a reliable and committed resource. Also, the simple fact of 

participating in response often mitigates negative psycho-social effects, by shifting their self-perception 

from victims to active volunteer responders. In the aftermath of a disaster, the first people who 

naturally respond are the uninjured survivors themselves. Reactions of panic, passivity, or disorderly 

conduct are generally the exception rather than the norm and, to the contrary, disasters lead to 

prosocial behaviors [16] [17] [13]. Additionally, the volunteerism spirit moves many people to register 

with volunteer organizations, some of which focus on disaster response and some which focus on 

providing on-going support to vulnerable segments of their communities. 

 

For example, the 2013 Alberta flood is remembered for the phenomenal contribution of countless 

volunteers to relief efforts. From hosting evacuees to cleaning up thousands of homes and distributing 

emergency supplies, volunteers enabled a swift recovery while minimizing costs for governments and 

those affected by the flood. The flood highlighted, as previous disasters did, the instrumental role of 

volunteers and the capacity of the Canadian Voluntary Sector in disaster management which deployed 

over 15,000 volunteers towards relief and response efforts [9].  

 

The economic value of volunteers 

 

Although it remains difficult to assign an economic value to volunteer work, its contribution is 

considerable. A 2011 study by Salamon et al. estimates that if all volunteers were living in a single 

ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΣ ά±ƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊƭŀƴŘέΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ŀŘǳƭǘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀƴŘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ 

ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ǎŜǾŜƴǘƘ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ [18].  

 

In Canada, the TD Bank Group has estimated that Canadians gave the equivalent of $51.1 billion in 

unpaid hours in 2010 [19]. While there are costs associated to recruiting and mobilizing volunteers, the 

International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent (IFRC) has quantified that volunteers can 
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provide up to eight times the value of the investment back in services to the community [20]. And a 

2010 survey of the IFRC has found that Red Cross volunteers contribute USD 868 million worth of 

services in the US and Canada with an average annual economic value of USD 1,224 per volunteer [21]. 

Beyond these figures, while donations of time and material resources from citizens and the private 

sector during disasters are still largely unquantified, they have unquestionably mitigated costs for 

governments. 

 

 

Managing complexity: the changing nature of EM operations 

 

While disasters are increasing in frequency and intensity, they are also taking roots in more complex and 

volatile environments where their consequences are less foreseeable and controllable. Beyond costs, 

governments alone cannot plan for all the particularities of an emergency situation. This increased 

unpredictability is accelerating the shift from top-down to bottom-up EM approaches. This shift is both 

leveraging and asserting response and adaptation mechanisms found at the community level and thus 

encouragƛƴƎ άǿƘƻƭŜ-of-ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜέ [12]. 

 

With their unique knowledge of local conditions, local volunteers and Voluntary Sector Organizations 

(VSOs) are strategically positioned to understand and find solutions that reduce risk [22]. They also 

accelerate disaster assessment and access to immediate emergency resources [23]. The assistance of a 

dynamic base of volunteers can be significant, particularly when volunteers have training and knowledge 

that is relevant to the situation to which they attend. 

 

Integrating volunteers and voluntary organizations that represent the inherent plurality found within 

society, in particular the diversity of the Canadian society, is a way of promoting inclusion and also 

finding the variety of resources needed in an emergency situation. The Alberta Wildfire case study 

presented in this report provides an illustration of the diversity of local organizations in Edmonton that 

responded to this major evacuation. While it highlights the readiness and social capital of the local non-

profit and voluntary organizations, it also underscores how these collaborations were indispensable to 

assist a large and very diverse population of evacuees. 

 

The enhanced integration of the Voluntary Sector and organizations of Civil Society at the local level 

enables simultaneously to foster pervasive awareness and actions required for risk reduction, foster 

more predictable and coordinated response operations, and fulfill the societal desire for participation. 
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Canadian volunteerism 

 

Volunteerism in Canada is vibrant. Canadian statistics show that in 2013, 44% of Canadians 15 years and 

older volunteered for a charitable or non-profit organization9 [24]. The hours contributed by Canadian 

volunteers in 2013 stood at 1.96 billion hours, the equivalent to about 1 million full-time, year-round 

jobs.  

 

Volunteering rates are highest among teens aged 15 to 19 (66%) and Canadians aged 35 to 44 (48%). 

However, volunteers aged 65 to 74 dedicate 231 hours annually, nearly double the amount of hours of 

teens (110 hours) and middle-aged volunteers (122 hours). Canadians with higher household income, 

education level and participation in the labour force are more likely to volunteer, but do not necessarily 

give the most hours. Religious attendance plays an important role in volunteering.  

Faith plays an important role in the volunteerism landscape. Six in ten Canadians who attend weekly 

religious services also participate in volunteer activities compared to four in ten among Canadians who 

do not [24]. In terms of recruitment, the internet is becoming an important tool as 26% of volunteers 

under the age of 35 look for volunteer positions online, compared to 17% on average.  

 

The vast majority of volunteers are motivated by the possibility to make a contribution to the 

community (93%) and by the opportunity to use their skills and experience (78%). Group dynamics 

exercise a major influence as 43% of volunteers offer their services to be part of a project with friends or 

co-workers and 25% to join immediate family members. Also, 59% of volunteers report being personally 

affected by the cause they are working for [19]. While people volunteer for different reasons, it is the 

possibility to care for others that usually predominates in the context of disasters [25].  

 

Statistics also indicate that a lack of time is the leading barrier to volunteering. Canadians are 

increasingly seeking short-term, flexible volunteering opportunities as their working environment lends 

little time to contribute as full-time affiliated volunteers. [24] [26]. Therefore, although more volunteers 

will be available, it might increasingly be on an improvised and temporary basis [27]. 

  

On the private sector side, a 2013 report of the Conference Board of Canada shows that employee 

volunteering programs are one of the most important non-monetary ways in which corporations 

contribute to the community [15]. Out of 102 companies surveyed by the Conference Board, 57% had an 

employee volunteering program. Although only 69 firms tracked the numbers of hours contributed, the 

total amount rose to over 1 million hours to the community in 2011. Twenty percent were donated 

during regular working hours, and 60% outside regular business hours. The survey also found that most 

companies are planning to maintain or increase their corporate community investment programs, even 

in challenging economic climate. 

 

  

                                                           
9
 In 2013, 82% of Canadians reported helping people directly, outside any organization or group. 
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Spontaneous and Emergent Volunteers 

 

Among spontaneous volunteers, literature in disaster management often distinguishes between 

spontaneous volunteers who offer their assistance to established organizations and those who self-

organize into groups and self-deploy. The ƭŀǘǘŜǊ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƛǎ ŎƻƛƴŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ƻŦ άŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜέ 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ƻŦ άŜƳŜǊƎŜƴǘ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊǎέ [16] [14] [28]. 

 

The participation of spontaneous volunteers in disaster response still suffers from real and perceived 

organizational challenges. The field of EM has been influenced by command-and-control approaches 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ άƳŀǎǎ ŎƻƴǾŜǊƎŜƴŎŜέ ƻŦ ǎǇƻƴǘŀƴŜƻǳǎ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊǎ ǘŜƴŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ άŎǊƻǿŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭέ 

problem that can interfere with the work of emergency management professionals [29]. However, as 

noted by a 2007 study of the Voluntary Sector, in light of volunteerism trends in Canada, the number of 

spontaneous, but often untrained, volunteerǎ ǿƘƻ άǿŀƭƪ-ƛƴέ on site is likely to grow [27]. 

 

Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ άǇǊƻǎƻŎƛŀƭέ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎΣ ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴŜ 

to spontaneous and emergent volunteers. Constant media attention and the amplification effects 

through social media encourage volunteer mobilization. Following disasters, there may be a sentiment 

ƻŦ ŀ άǾŀŎǳǳƳ ƻŦ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅέΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ άώŘϐƛǎŀǎǘŜǊ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊǎ ǎǘŜǇ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜƴ 

they see perceived poor coordination, lapses in authority, and/or that response organizations are 

ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘƛƴƎ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ƛƴ ŀƴ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘΦέ [16, p. 58]. Emergent volunteers, in 

particular, feel they can solve problems that are not addressed by formal agencies and organizations. 

And indeed, they often have the possibility to improvise and innovate with new strategies, tools, 

technologies compared to agencies and organizations using established systems [16] [29].  

 

The occurrence of spontaneous and emergent volunteers requires some enabling conditions and comes 

with a number of limitations. It necessitates the existence of a supportive social climate where relevant 

social relationships, typically based on a place or an identity, are established and where people can 

afford giving time, knowledge and, possibly, material resources [14]. In the absence of previous 

association with any EM organization and, sometimes, in the absence of detailed planning on where and 

how these volunteers will be used, their offer may go under-utilized. Their presence is also viewed as 

creating additional work for disaster response personnel who have to coordinate or oversee their 

ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘΦ  Lƴ ǿƻǊǎǘ ŎŀǎŜΣ ǎǇƻƴǘŀƴŜƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴǘ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊǎΩ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛƴ ƭƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅ 

challenges and life-threatening situations for disasters victims, professional responders and volunteers 

themselves [13] [27] [30] [31].  

 

In order to leverage this important resource, the Voluntary Sector has generally established strong 

processes to manage spontaneous volunteers. Proposed practices include those developed 

organizations such as Volunteer Canada [32] [33], Justice Institute of British Columbia [34], Canadian 

Red Cross [35], American Red Cross [36], Swedish Red Cross [37], Points of Light Foundation [38], 

/ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀ DƻǾŜǊƴƻǊΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜ ƻŦ 9ƳŜǊƎŜƴŎȅ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ [39], and RGK Center for Philanthropy and 

Community Service [40] to name a few. These practices focus on: workforce planning, recruitment, 
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selection, placement, orientation, training, engagement, recognition, evaluation, and records 

management. 

 

The Voluntary Sector in Frameworks and Strategies 

 

International agencies, national, regional and local governments are increasingly promoting people-

centered approaches whereby Civil Society, including voluntary organizations, becomes a catalyst to 

Disaster Risk Management and Reduction (DRM/DRR) strategies. The role of voluntary organizations is 

unequivocal in thŜ ¦bL{5wΩǎ the Sendai Framework and its articulation is becoming more explicit at the 

federal, provincial and municipal level in Canada [6]. 

 

In 2009, the Government of Canada had established its National Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction to 

build multi-ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊ ŎƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘŜŘ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƛƴ 5wwΦ 9ŎƘƻƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ IC!Σ ǘƘŜ tƭŀǘŦƻǊƳΩǎ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ Ŏƻƴǎƛǎǘǎ of 

ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ά! ǎŀŦŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴǘ /ŀƴŀŘŀ ǘƘǊough the reduction of risks and leveraging of capacities 

and opportunities across all levels of government, the private sector, academia, NGOs, professional 

ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ !ōƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǇǳōƭƛŎέ [41]. The Platform has currently four working 

groups to examine emerging issues. The role of the Voluntary Sector Working Group (VSWG) is to help 

advance the Voluntary SectorΩǎ readiness and engagement within the Federal Emergency Management 

Framework of Canada10. 

 

The Emergency Management Framework ƻŦ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ strategy is based on shared responsibility, 

community resiliency and partnerships as key components of Federal, Provincial and Territorial (FPT) 

emergency management systems. It calls for effective collaboration, coordination and communication 

ŀƳƻƴƎ ŀƭƭ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΥ ά!ƭƭ /ŀƴŀŘƛŀƴǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎȅ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΦ LƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΣ 

communities, municipalities, and federal, provincial, territorial governments, Aboriginal peoples, 

emergency first responders, the private sector (both business and industry), volunteer and non-

governmental organizations, academia, as well as international organizations and allies may be involved 

ƛƴ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎȅ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΦέ [42, p. 6]. This approach thus reinforces the need for the Voluntary Sector 

to be part of the formal EM process.  

 

In its 2015-2016 Report on Plans and Priorities, Public Safety Canada reiterates its support to 

ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ IȅƻƎƻ CǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ !Ŏǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛȊƛƴƎ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩs approach to emergency 

management by strengthening whole-of-society resilience [7]. 

 

On March 2016, Canada has adopted the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction which reiterates 

that ά¢ƘŜǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǇŜƻǇƭe-ŎŜƴǘŜǊŜŘ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘƛǾŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊ Ǌƛǎƪέ [8, p. 10]. 

Thus, in the second Priority for Action, the Framework underscores the importance to strengthen 

disaster risk governance by άŜƴǎǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƘŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ and local frameworks (...) [that] 

ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎŜƴǘƛǾƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊ Ǌƛǎƪέ. 

                                                           
10

 Other groups are the Resilient Communities Working Group which focuses on cities and local governments, the 
Private Sector Partnership Working Group and the Indigenous Resilience Working Group. 
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Furthermore, the Framework states as a Guiding principle that άDisaster risk reduction requires an all-of-

society engagement and partnership. It also requires empowerment and inclusive, accessible and non 

discriminatory participation, paying special attention to people disproportionately affected by disasters, 

especially the poorest. A gender, age, disability and cultural perspective should be integrated in all 

policies and practices, and women and youth leadership should be promoted. In this context, special 

ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǇŀƛŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜŘ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎέ [8, p. 13] 
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5. Results 

 

 

A package outlining the purpose and the content of the survey was prepared to help respondents better 

understand the goal of the study and encourage their participation. Also, to maximize participation once 

initial contact was established with a target organization, up to eight communication attempts were 

made to ensure that an organization would be part of the study. 

The following represents in numbers the outcome of researching VSOs for the purpose of the survey: 

- A total of 67 organizations were identified, excluding the Volunteer Fire Departments which 

were contacted through their umbrella organization 

 

- 46 met the criteria for the study (operating in EM, or with the ability to closely support EM 

operations and disaster resilience at the community level). These organizations were contacted 

for the survey resulting in the following distribution: 

 

Table 2: Number of Organizations Contacted and Respondents 

Tier 
Number of Organizations 

Contacted 
Organizations that 

completed the survey 

1 - National VSOs in EM 16* 14 

2 - National VSOs that can closely 
support EM 

10 2 

3 ς Provincial/Territorial and local 
VSOs involved in EM 

20 11** 

Volunteer Fire Departments Total unknown; identified 
through Canadian Council of 
Fire Marshals and Fire 
Commissioners 

9 

* This figure represents all the national VSOs in EM in Canada 

**  This also includes one national VSO in EM for which data could only be collected at the provincial level 

 

As shown in Table 2 (p. 27), nearly all national VSOs involved in EM (tier 1) completed the survey, 

providing a comprehensive sectoral view of their capabilities and capacity. Indeed, out of the 16 national 

VSOs in EM, 14 responded. As for the missing two organizations, one of them reported being currently 

active in EM only in one province and therefore provided information only for this province. It was 

therefore included with Tier 3 group (P/T and local VSOs in EM). The other organization, though national 

in scope, had very limited staff capacity and was unable to invest any time in the survey. 

Data from the two Tier 2 organizations that completed the survey was included in the national dataset 

of VSOs because they could closely provide support to EM operations.  

Together Tier 1 and Tier 2 organizations both provided consistent information on workforce (employees 

and volunteers) at the provincial/territorial level. 
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This aggregated dataset is identified as National VSOs in EM.  

Eleven other organizations including local, regional, provincial, and indigenous organizations, and one 

chapter of a national organization, also participated in the study. The data represented very disparate 

geographic locations making it difficult to aggregate in a consistent manner. 

With respect to the volunteer fire departments, their professional association was responsible for the 

distribution of the survey. Nine completed surveys were received, however these were all from Nova 

Scotia. 

 

5.1. National VSOs in EM 

 

5.1.1. Profile 

 

Identity and Affiliation: A closer look at the 16 National VSOs in EM shows that they self-identify along 

an array of organization types (Graph 1, p. 28). To note, nearly half (7 out of 16) state affiliation to a 

Faith-Based Organization (FBO). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Graph 1 - National VSOs in EM by Type 
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5.1.2. Diverse Capabilities, Strong Capacity 

 

Table 3 presents the number of national VSOs in EM, employees, affiliated volunteers, and the number 

of organization recruiting spontaneous volunteers (indicating surge capacity) by capability. 

Capabilities 

- Data from Table 3 (p. 30) shows that the national VSOs in EM in Canada provide nearly all 

capabilities identified in EM for the Voluntary Sector. 

 

- The majority of national VSOs in EM selected 4 or less capabilities. One organization selected a 

total of 16 capabilities (Graph 2, p. 32). 

 

- However, three capabilities were not selected by the 16 national VSOs in EM: 

 

o Mitigation (structural and non-structural) 

o Fire Management and Suppression 

o Critical Infrastructure Resilience and Restoration. 

It was assumed, from the outset of this research, that Fire Management and Suppression, and to a 

certain extent, Mitigation (structural and non-structural) and Critical Infrastructure Resilience and 

Restoration would be capabilities reported by local volunteer fire departments, and/or voluntary 

organizations specialized in the area of civil engineering. However no voluntary organization working in 

the area of civil engineering could be identified during the research process. 

 

Capacity, Affiliated Volunteers 

- In terms of capacity, national VSOs in EM showcase impressive numbers of affiliated volunteers: 

 

o The number of affiliated volunteers exceeds 50,000 for each of these four capabilities: 

Á Supply Chain Management and Logistics 

Á Emergency Food/Nutrition 

Á Community Resilience and Preparedness 

Á Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene 

 

o There are 11 capabilities that each have over 10,000 affiliated volunteers 
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Capability
N VSOs

(Out of 16)
Employees

Affiliated 

Volunteers

N VSOs 

with Surge 

Capacity*

Cap01 Risk Assessment 2                       60                      9,129            1                   

Cap02 Community Resilience and Preparedness 4                       5,588                58,056         3                   

Cap03 Mitigation (Structural and non-structural) -                   -                    -                -               

Cap04 Community Emergency Management Planning 5                       145                    14,294         3                   

Cap05 Public Information and Warning 4                       841                    34,738         3                   

Cap06 Disaster Assessment and Situational Reporting 2                       59                      4,707            1                   

Cap07 Operational Coordination in Emergency 5                       80                      19,412         3                   

Cap08 Operational Communication in Emergency 6                       809                    41,341         3                   

Cap09 Security and Protection 1                       -                    8,796            -               

Cap10 Fire Management and Suppression -                   -                    -                

Cap11 Public Health and Emergency Medical Services 2                       114                    4,538            -               

Cap12 Search and Rescue Operations 4                       795                    36,196         2                   

Cap13 Supply Chain management and Logistics 4                       5,611                59,146         3                   

Cap14 Transportation 3                       810                    24,217         2                   

Cap15 Emergency Food/Nutrition 4                       5,532                58,104         3                   

Cap16 Emergency Shelter/Lodging 3                       150                    8,539            2                   

Cap17 Emergency Clothing & Sundries 4                       356                    9,029            3                   

Cap18 Family Services 4                       1,079                23,495         4                   

Cap19 Water, Sanitation, Hygiene 3                       5,455                54,770         2                   

Cap20 Education 1                       -                    8,796            -               

Cap21 Housing Solutions 4                       102                    5,021            4                   

Cap22 Emergency Reception Centre 3                       184                    7,517            1                   

Cap23 Critical Infrastructure Resilience and Restoration -                   -                    -                

Cap24 Economic resiliency and recovery 1                       32                      1,038            1                   

Cap25 Animal health and welfare 1                       -                    474               1                   

* Number of Voluntary Organizations that have surge capacity in at least one province or territory

National VSOs in EM

Table 3 - Capabilities and Capacity of National VSOs in EM 
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- The geographic distribution of affiliated volunteers shows that (Appendix 12.1 , p. 77): 

 

o For half of the capabilities, Ontario and British Columbia provide 50% or more of the 

total number of affiliated volunteers available. 

 

o However British Columbia is the only province which provides on average significantly 

more volunteers (21% on average for all capabilities combined) than its share of 

Canadian population (13%). 

 

o In comparison, while Ontario represents 39% of Canadian population, it provides on 

average 26% of affiliated volunteers for all capabilities combined.  

 

o The four Atlantic Provinces also do have more volunteers on average for all capabilities 

(4%) than their average population share (2%). 

 

o Search & Rescue is the strongest capability ƛƴ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ bƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŜǎΣ 

with a maximum of 327 affiliated volunteers in this capability in the Northwest 

Territories. 

 

Capacity, Spontaneous Volunteers 

- Surge Capacity: there are 19 capabilities for which national VSOs in EM can expand beyond their 

affiliated volunteers to meet an increase in demand for personnel, and services by engaging and 

deploying volunteers (Table 3, p. 30). 

 

Number of Organizations: 

- While national VSOs in EM do cover almost the full range of capabilities, including some with 

large numbers of employees and/or volunteers, it is important to recognize that the number of 

organizations per capability is limited and ranges from 1 to 4 organizations for the majority of 

capabilities. This could denote that many national VSOs in EM occupy specific areas of service 

delivery. This could indicate that there is likely limited overlap but also opportunity and perhaps 

need for stronger integration and complementarity (Table 3, p. 30; Graph 2, p. 32).  
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Graph 2 ς Number of Capabilities Selected By Number of National VSOs in EM  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.1.3. The DM Cycle: A Focus on Response 

 

Graph 3 (p. 33) illustrates how many National VSOs in EM report being able to operate according to the 

four major phases of the Disaster Management (DM) cycle, irrespective of the capabilities selected. It 

shows that while nearly all of them (14 out of 16) can provide a capability in response, only a third of 

them (5 out of 16) are active in prevention and mitigation and only half of them in preparedness. 

Table 4 (p. 34) shows how many national VSOs in EM report being able to operate according to the 

major phases and sub phases of the Disaster Management (DM) cycle by capability. It confirms the 

strength of Canadian VSOs in EM throughout Response phase, including Early and Sustained Response, 

for most of the capabilities. It also illustrates the fluidity of the DM Cycle as many capabilities are offered 

to some degree across the phase of the DM Cycle.  

However two additional clusters emerge:  

- For capabilities that lean towards disaster response, national VSOs in EM also tend to be active 

in the Prevention & Mitigation and Preparedness phases (Community Resilience and 

Preparedness; Community Emergency Management Planning; Public Information and Warning; 

Disaster Assessment and Situational Reporting; Operational Coordination in Emergency; 

Operational Communication in Emergency; Security and Protection; Public Health and 

Emergency Medical Services). 
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- For capabilities that lean towards Emergency Social Services (ESS), national VSOs in EM extend 

their services from Immediate Recovery into Long-term Recovery (Emergency Food/Nutrition; 

Emergency Shelter/Lodging; Emergency Clothing & Sundries; Family Services). However very few 

VSOs, if any, invest in ESS related capabilities in the Prevention & Mitigation and Preparedness 

phases. 

As part of questions related to Capacity Development, VSOs were asked to identify what other phases of 

the DM Cycle they were planning to expand their capabilities to in the next three-years. While VSOs 

were asked to only identify DM phases other than the ones in which they are currently operating, VSOs 

reported both (current and planned). As for National VSOs in EM, only one third reported plans related 

to capacity development in some phases of the DM cycle. Therefore the most salient observation is that 

2/3 of National VSOs in EM do not envision Capacity Development along the various phases of the DM 

Cycle (Section 12.2: Graph 7, p. 85 and Table 5, p. 86). 

 

 Graph 3 ς National VSOs in EM by DM Cycle 
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Table 4 - Number of National VSOs in EM by Capability and by Disaster Management Cycle Phases 

Total N of VSOs

(Out of 16)

Total Number 

of Affiliated 

Volunteers

Prevention and 

Mitigation
Preparedness Response

Response:

Early Response

Response:

Sustained 

Response

Recovery
Recovery:

Early Recovery

Recovery:

Recovery and 

Long-Term 

Recovery

Cap01 Risk Assessment 2 9,129                                        1                         1 2                                                1 2                        2                        2                                                1 

Cap02 Community Resilience and Preparedness 4 58,056             3                        3                        3                        3                        3                                                1                         1                         1 

Cap03 Mitigation (Structural and non-structural) -                    

Cap04 Community Emergency Management Planning 5 14,294             4                        5                        3                        3                                                2                         1                         1                        -   

Cap05 Public Information and Warning 4 34,738             3                        3                        4                        4                        3                        3                        3                                                2 

Cap06 Disaster Assessment and Situational Reporting 2 4,707                                       -                          -   2                        2                                                1                         1                         1                         1 

Cap07 Operational Coordination in Emergency 5 19,412                                     3 5                        5                        5                        4                        3                        3                                                2 

Cap08 Operational Communication in Emergency 6 41,341                                     4 5                        6                        6                        6                        4                                                3                         3 

Cap09 Security and Protection 1 8,796                1                        1                        1                        1                        1                                               -                          -                          -   

Cap10 Fire Management and Suppression -                    

Cap11 Public Health and Emergency Medical Services 2 4,538                2                        2                        2                        2                        2                                                1                         1                        -   

Cap12 Search and Rescue Operations 4 36,196                                     2                         2 4                        4                                                3                         2                         2                         1 

Cap13 Supply Chain management and Logistics 4 59,146                                     1                         2 4                        4                        4                        4                        4                        3                        

Cap14 Transportation 3 24,217                                    -                          -   3                        3                        3                                                2                         2 2                        

Cap15 Emergency Food/Nutrition 4 58,104                                    -                           2 4                        4                        4                        4                        4                                                2 

Cap16 Emergency Shelter/Lodging 3 8,539                                       -                           1 3                        3                        3                        3                        3                                                1 

Cap17 Emergency Clothing & Sundries 4 9,029                                       -                           1 4                        4                        4                        4                        4                        3                        

Cap18 Family Services 4 23,495                                    -                           1 4                        4                        4                        4                        4                        3                        

Cap19 Water, Sanitation, Hygiene 3 54,770                                    -                          -   3                        3                        3                        2                        2                        2                        

Cap20 Education 1 8,796                1                        1                        1                        1                                               -                          -                          -                          -   

Cap21 Housing Solutions 4 5,021                                       -                          -                           1                        -                           1 4                        3                        4                        

Cap22 Emergency Reception Centre 3 7,517                                        1                         1 3                        3                        3                        3                        2                                                1 

Cap23 Critical Infrastructure resilience and restoration -                    

Cap24 Economic resiliency and recovery 1 1,038                                       -                          -                          -                          -                          -   1                                               -   1                        

Cap25 Animal health and welfare 1 474                                          -                          -   1                        1                                               -                          -                          -                          -   

3/4 of VSOs or more

More than 1/4 to less than 3/4 of VSOs

1/4 or less of VSOs

Capability not selected by any VSO
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5.1.4. Initiating Authority 

 

Most national VSOs in EM (12 out of 16) report activating their capabilities at their own initiative (as shown in 

Graph 4, p. 35 and Section 12.3, Table 6).  

 

Two-thirds of them activate at least one of their capabilities at the request of a government level. Local, 

provincial and federal governments were mentioned in nearly equal measure. Seven out of 16 VSOs in EM 

reference an external partner which, looking at details provided by respondents, often include a governmental 

agency such as the local police, the RCMP, the Canadian Coast Guard and, in some instances, a regional EM 

coordination group or another VSO. Therefore, while national VSOs demonstrate a high level of self initiative, 

governmental bodies are their privileged partners. 

 

 

 

 

Graph 4 ς National VSOs in EM and Initiating Authority 
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5.1.5. Training and Certification 

 

Nearly all national VSOs report, for almost all capabilities, having training materials (14 out of 16) and 

conducting training sessions (13 out of 16). Twelve VSOs also state that their training material was regularly 

reviewed at a minimal on an annual basis according to their comments (Graph 5, p. 36). 

 

Certification, in particular external certification, is limited across capabilities except for the following four 

capabilities: Operational Communication in Emergency; Security and Protection; Public Health and Emergency 

Medical Services; Search and Rescue Operations. While the number of organizations remains small, they all 

have a certification process in place (Section 12.4, Table 7).  

 

 

 

 
Graph 5 - National VSOs in EM and Training & Certification 
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5.1.6. Capacity Development: New Locations and Recruitment 

 

- Two-thirds of National VSOs in EM reported that, in the coming three years, they have formal plans to 

expand to other locations and to recruit more affiliated volunteers (Graph 6, p. 37; Section 12.5, Table 

8, p. 89). 

 

- Lƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΣ ǎǳŎƘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜ ±{hǎΩ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ deliver their services in new areas. 

 

- With respect to volunteer recruitment, as few organizations provided additional comments, it cannot 

be determined if the recruitment is to increase volunteer workforce or to off-set volunteer attrition. 

 

 
Graph 6 - National VSOs in EM Planning to Recruit and/or Expand to New Locations 
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5.2. Provincial/Local VSOs in EM and Fire Departments 

 

As mentioned in Section 5, a total of twenty local, regional and provincial organizations operating directly or 

closely in EM were contacted (Table 2. p. 27). Ten of them participated in the study. This section presents data 

collected from these ten organizations and one provincial chapter of a national voluntary organization with EM 

capabilities. 

As the profile and the geographic reach of these organizations vary greatly, the data does not offer the same 

possibility for aggregation as the data on national VSOs in EM (Section 5.1). Also, as this dataset is not the 

outcome of any particular sampling methodology but mostly the result of referrals made by tier 1 and tier 2 

National VSOs in EM, it should be taken as only indicative of the type of capabilities within VSOs in EM found at 

the local, regional or provincial level. 

For fire departments, the Canadian Council of Fire Marshals and Fire Commissioners contacted relevant 

provincial and territorial bodies to have fire departments across Canada participate in the study. Despite 

efforts made, data was received only from nine fire departments, all located in Nova Scotia. Again, while 

indicative, this data is not representative of the capabilities and capacity of Canadian fire departments. 

 

5.2.1. A diversity of Profiles, Capabilities and Capacities 

 

Profile:  

The eleven provincial and local VSOs in EM consisted of (Section 13, Table 9, p. 90): 

- 7 local organizations of which one was a metropolitan organization with a catchment area of more 

than 1.6 million people 

 

- 3 provincial organizations, with one of them being the provincial chapter of a national VSO in EM 

 

- 1 Indigenous Council. 

 

- The majority of them self-identified as NGOs 4 as CBOs, and two as FBOs  

While their specific location is not reported in this study, the nine fire departments were from all over Nova 

Scotia. 
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Capacity: 

- Provincial and Local VSOs in EM: While the number of affiliated volunteers varies from none to nearly 

3,000, the majority of these organizations (8 out of 11) reported being able to mobilize spontaneous 

volunteers 

 

- NS Fire Departments: The number of affiliated volunteers varies from 15 to 40, with the median being 

30 volunteers. About half of them (4 out of 9) mobilize spontaneous volunteers (Section 13, Table 10, 

p. 91). 

 

Capabilities: 

- Together, provincial/local VSOs in EM offered 19 out of 25 capabilities (Section 13, Table 9, p. 90) 

 

- The capabilities offered by at least a third of these organizations were: 

o Community resilience and preparedness (5 organizations) 

o Public information and warning 

o Emergency food/nutrition 

 

- Most Provincial and Local VSOs in EM select a small number of capabilities (typically 1 or 2) except for 

the metropolitan CBO (8 capabilities), the provincial chapter of a national VSO in EM (9 capabilities) 

and the Indigenous Council (14 capabilities). 

 

- No organizations report providing the following capabilities: 

 

o Mitigation (structural and non-structural) 

o Security and protection 

o Public Health and Emergency Medical Services 

o Supply Chain Management and Logistics 

o Housing Solutions 

o Economic Resilience and Recovery 

 

The nine fire departments selected a total of 14 capabilities. Aside from άCƛǊŜ aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ {ǳǇǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴέΣ 

most fire departments selected a small number of capabilities. The fire departments were the only group in 

this study that identified capacity for Mitigation (Structural and Non-Structural) which is selected by 3 out 9 

fire departments (Section 13, Table 10, p. 91). 
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5.2.2. The DM Cycle: Preparedness and Response 

 

Eight out of the 11 Provincial and Local VSOs in EM are involved in Preparedness and 8 in Response (Section 

13, Graph 8, p. 92). 

While all the fire departments are involved in response, 6 out 9 are also active in preparedness related 

activities (Section 13,, Graph 9, p. 92). 

 

5.2.3. Initiating Authority: Local Governance 

 

Provincial and Local VSOs in EM activate their capabilities primarily under their own initiative and leadership 

(10 out of 11 VSOs) (Section 13, Graph 10, p. 93) . While the local government had a limited role in terms of 

initiating authority for the National VSOs in EM, not surprisingly, the local government is a primary partner of 

Provincial and Local VSOs in EM. 

Seven out of 9 fire departments activate their capabilities at their own initiative. Half of the departments 

report following the local government and other sources (usually 911 dispatch) as source of authority (Section 

13, Graph 11, p. 93). 

 

5.2.4. Training and Certification 

 

Provincial and Local VSOs in EM do conduct training sessions for their volunteers. However, similarly to what is 

observed with National VSOs in EM, certification remains limited (Section 13, Graph 12, p.94). 

All nine fire departments have both trained and certified volunteers (Section 13, Graph 13, p.94). 

 

  



41 
 

6. Discussion and Recommendations 

 

This study on understanding the capabilities and capabilities and capacity of the Canadian Voluntary Sector in 

EM has resulted in multiple valuable outcomes. 

 

A first-ever comprehensive capability list to characterize the competencies of the voluntary sector and 

volunteers was developed as a result of collaboration between multiple Voluntary Sector Organizations in EM 

and DRDC. This capability list proved to be functional as Voluntary Organizations did not report any challenges 

in identifying their expertise against the list. Consequently, this study will result in methodological advances 

and increased knowledge that can be used for subsequent research on Canadian volunteerism in EM. The 

research also enabled the identification of the major voluntary organizations operating in EM at the national, 

provincial and local levels. And the assessment itself led to the following observations related to volunteer EM 

capabilities and capacity, and the state of resiliency in Canada. 

 

6.1. Capabilities 

 
 

A Comprehensive Set of Capabilities: Taken as a whole, the Canadian Voluntary Sector in EM demonstrates a 

comprehensive array of expertise related to EM. Indeed, based on the list of twenty-five EM capabilities that 

was developed to reflect the scope of involvement of the Canadian Voluntary Sector operating in EM (Section 

5.1.2), the evidence suggests that together the National VSOs in EM have capacity in nearly all capabilities (22 

capabilities out of 25). 

 

The exception to this observation is in three capabilities: Mitigation (structural and non-structural); 

Fire Management and Suppression; and Critical Infrastructure Resilience and Restoration that the National 

VSOs in EM do not provide.  

 

With respect to Fire Management and Suppression, it was assumed from the outset of this research that this 

would be a capability captured by local volunteer fire departments.  This was in fact confirmed by all the fire 

departments that participated in this study. For capability in Mitigation and Critical Infrastructure Resilience, 

no Canadian voluntary organization specializing in civil engineering could be identified during the research 

process.  

 

While these two capabilities are reported by a small number of Provincial and Local VSOs in EM and fire 

departments, given the limited participation of these two groups in the study, no conclusive assessment can be 

made about the availability of these capabilities in a volunteer capacity in Canada. 
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Recommendation 1 
 
Mitigation (structural and non-structural) and Critical Infrastructure Resilience and 

Restoration were identified as important capabilities of Voluntary Organizations in EM. 

 

The recommendation is that further investigation, ideally including representative 

participation of volunteer fire departments in Canada, should be conducted to confirm the 

hypothesis that Mitigation (structural and non-structural) and Critical Infrastructure 

Resilience and Restoration are capabilities that could be strengthened through volunteer 

capacity. 

 
 
A High Degree of Segmentation and Specialization: National VSOs in EM generally operate in distinct 

capability niches. Indeed, the number of organizations per capability ranges from 1 to 4 organizations for the 

majority of capabilities.  This finding of segmentation is confirmed by the fact that the majority of National 

VSOs in EM selected 4 or less capabilities. While this indicates limited overlap of capabilities, it does not inform 

as to the level of integration and complementarity among VSOs in EM. 

 

Recommendation 2 

 

As VSOs in EM evolve in distinct niches, the degree of integration and complementarity will 

be a key indicator of the ability of the Voluntary Sector in EM to deliver effective EM services 

and contribute to overall resilience. 

 

The recommendation is to assess the current systems of relationships and governance, and 

identify possible needs and opportunities for greater collaboration and integration among 

VSOs in EM. 

 

 

6.2. Capacity: Quantity, Quality, Retention 

 

A Wealth of Volunteers: Volunteerism in EM seems reflective of the vibrancy of volunteerism in Canada 

(Section 5.1.2) as we can observe large numbers of volunteers by capability. In particular, the numbers of 

affiliated volunteers reported by the National VSOs in EM demonstrates large-scale capacity exceeding 50,000 

affiliated volunteers for four capabilities (Supply Chain Management and Logistics, Emergency Food/Nutrition, 

Community Resilience and Preparedness, and Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene), and 10,000 affiliated 

volunteers in 11 other capabilities. Furthermore, National VSOs in EM can provide surge capacity, in at least 

one province or territory, for 18 capabilities out of the 22 selected. The case studies also confirm what has 

been observed in other research of the VSWG in that the Canadian Voluntary Sector in EM has robust systems 

and standards for the recruitment, engagement and deployment of volunteers, including spontaneous 

volunteers [9]. 
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Continued Expansion and Recruitment: This view on capacity is modulated by bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ±{hǎ ƛƴ 9aΩǎ plans for 

capacity development related to expansion into new locations and to increase levels of recruitment of 

affiliated volunteers. Two-thirds of National VSOs in EM reported the intention to expand to new locations and 

two-thirds indicated their plans to recruit more affiliated volunteers. Because very few of these organizations 

provided information on the purpose or outcome of the additional recruitment, it cannot be inferred if this 

recruitment is to meet geographic expansion needs, invest in additional capabilities, prepare for increased 

number of emergencies, or off-set volunteer attrition. 

 

Training and Certification: Training of affiliated volunteers is very well established in Canadian Voluntary 

Organizations in EM with training material that is reviewed regularly and often. Certification is limited to 

capabilities requiring more advanced technical expertise and/or involving a high degree of liability such as 

Operational Communication; Security and Protection; Public Health and Emergency Medical Services; Search 

and Rescue; and Fire Management and Suppression. 

 

 

Recommendation 3 
 
Training and certification ensure that volunteers are available not only in quantity but also in 
quality. Volunteer retention is essential to guarantee that investments made in recruiting, 
training and certifying volunteers are amortized. 

 
The recommendations are to: 
 

a) Evaluate if more volunteer certification is needed in Canada 
 
b) Conduct business cases on the ROI of training and certifying volunteers in relation to 

EM needs and retention rates. 

 

 

6.3. Initiating Authority and Governance 

 

As shown by data and case-studies, Canadian VSOs in EM and CSOs are self-directed and display a great sense 

of leadership. National, provincial and local VSOs in EM report activating their capabilities primarily at their 

own initiative. The government is also the privileged partner for VSOs in EM. While National VSOs in EM work 

in equal measure with F, P/T and local governments, Provincial and Local VSOs in EM, not surprisingly, have 

stronger ties with local governments. 

 

Case studies also highlight the following three points: 
 

1)      Pre-established arrangements and agreements represent great advantages as these define roles and 

responsibilities prior to emergency events and help streamline and accelerate response.  Such pre-
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established arrangements are identified as necessary to manage risk within Priority 2 of Sendai 

Framework, 

 

2)      However, VSOs in EM operate under a variety of local and provincial conditions in terms of 

relationships and agreements with governments.  Existing pre-established agreements may vary in 

specifying content and/or process, and, in some instances agreements become more precisely-defined 

at the time of the emergency 

 
3)      In the absence of pre-ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƭƻŎŀƭ /{hǎ ǿƛƭƭ άŜƳŜǊƎŜέΣ ǎŜƭŦ 

organize and self-deploy as emergent groups made of individual volunteers would do through direct 

and/or social-media enabled networks. 

 

Recommendation 4 
 
¢ƘŜ {ŜƴŘŀƛ CǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ŦƻǊ άǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊ Ǌƛǎƪ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ǊƛǎƪέΦ 
 
The recommendation is to systematically review existing arrangements and coordination 
mechanisms at the F, P/T and local level to recommended how Canada can promote a 
stronger recognition and integration of VSOs in EM in governance structures including 
legislation, F, P/T frameworks, policies, guiding principles, and EM systems. 

 

6.4. The DM Cycle and Whole-of-Society Resilience 

 

Strength in Response, Weakness in DRR: When looking at selected capability in relation to the DM cycle 

phases, a very fluid view of the DM cycle emerges, reflecting the possibility for all capabilities to belong to 

multiple phases (Section 12.2 , Table 4, p. 34 ). 

 

Notwithstanding this fluidity, National VSOs in EM overwhelmingly reported activating their capabilities in the 

response phase (14 out of 16 organizations reported providing at least one selected capability in response). 

Moreover, the current study shows that two-thirds of National VSOs in EM do not envision capacity 

development along any of the various phases of the DM Cycle (Section). This illustrates the systemic 

predisposition to engage the Voluntary Sector in EM in the response phase in a context where, as informed by 

national and international frameworks, engagement of the Voluntary Sector is increasingly considered more 

broadly to meet DRR goals. The current emphasis on response of National VSOs in EM would therefore appear 

to be misaligned with the whole-of-society resilience approach that is currently guiding the Canadian EM policy 

landscape. 

 

This significant emphasis on response is nuanced to some extent by other observed facts within this study. 

Firstly, for capabilities that lean towards disaster response, some National VSOs in EM do tend to be active in 

the Prevention and Mitigation and Preparedness phases (but not for capabilities related to ESS). Secondly, 

Provincial and Local VSOs in EM (Section 5.2.2, p. 40) report more activity in preparedness than National VSOs 

in EM. And thirdly, efforts in mitigation and preparedness that are illustrated in case the study on Syrian 
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refugees (Section 14.1, p. 95) and the case study on the Alberta wildfires evacuation (Section 14.2, p. 100) also 

demonstrate how local CSOs (including Voluntary Organizations and non-profits) are operating on a daily basis 

in risk prevention and reduction. 

Learning from Local CSOs: Indeed, by looking after food insecurities, family services, or psycho-social care, 

local CSOs devote their capabilities and resources towards addressing risks and building resilience in their 

communities on an on-going basis. /{hΩǎ participation in emergency response unfolds as a άǎǳǊƎŜ 

ƳƻōƛƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴέ supported by networks that are loose and formalized, diverse and redundant. These CSOs, 

though not explicitly driven by an EM mandate, demonstrate that an investment in pre-established capabilities 

and capacities geared towards reducing social risks and enhancing the quality of life of communities ultimately 

translate into assets in emergency response. This observation underscores that prevention and preparedness 

are not peripheral but core components of disaster management and, in turn, lead to enhanced response 

mechanisms. 

As policies and/or strategies become focused on assessing and building volunteer capabilities and capacity in 

EM, it is as important to appreciate, if whole-of-society resilience is to be achieved, that:  

1) Robust CSOs linked together can complement ς and complete ς the work of national, provincial and 

local VSOs in EM, not just in terms of expertise and capacity but also it terms of DM cycle phases;  

2) It becomes imperative to invest in preparedness and mitigation as a way to ensure effective 

response and rapid recovery. 

Recommendation 5 
 
Whole-of-society resilience is achieved by the successful and dynamic integration of diverse 
leaderships, partners, and capabilities through a continuum of interventions along the 
phases of the DM cycle. 
 
The recommendations are to: 
 

a) assess how VSOs in EM can expand their activities and engage volunteers to phases 
of the DM cycle other than the response phase 

 
b) increase the understanding of the role, contribution and processes by which local 

CSOs are fostering whole-of-society resilience 
 

c) strengthen linkages and integration between VSOs in EM and CSOs that operate in 
risk prevention and reduction at the community level in an ongoing manner 
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7. Conclusion 

 

The goal of this study was to better understand the capabilities and capacity of the Canadian Voluntary 

Organizations in EM. The development of a capability list to characterize the competencies of the voluntary 

sector and volunteers represents both methodological advances and a significant contribution of knowledge to 

the field of EM in Canada. The study also identified and reached out to the primary national, provincial and 

local VSOs operating in EM in Canada.  

 

In particular, this study provides a representative picture of the capabilities and capacity of the National VSOs 

in EM in Canada. It also offers indicative information through data and case studies on the capabilities and 

capacity of Provincial and Local VSOs in EM and, more broadly, of CSOs engaged at the community level in 

Canada. Moreover, the case studies illustrate the diversity of emergency situations occurring in Canada and 

the dynamics unfolding in EM between Voluntary and non-profit organizations, governmental agencies and the 

public. 

 

This assessment allows us to conclude that Canada has a strong national Voluntary Sector in EM whose 

expertise includes most of the essential capabilities needed in emergency. Only the following two capabilities 

need to be further investigated to confirm an actual gap:  

1) Mitigation (structural and non-structural) 

2) Critical Infrastructure Resilience and Restoration 

At the same time, data shows that Canadian VSOs in EM evolve in distinct capability niches. It will be important 

in the near future to examine systems of relationships in the EM landscape and assess if the level of 

integration needs to be optimized. 

The strength of the Canadian voluntary sector in EM is not only based on its set of expertise but also on a 

strong base of affiliated volunteers and the prevalence of surge capacity. VSOs in EM support their volunteers 

with established training practices and robust spontaneous volunteer recruitment and management processes. 

Certification spans only a few capabilities and National VSOs in EM report plans to expand to new locations 

and recruit new affiliated volunteers. Within the scope of this study, the need for more certification, or issues 

related to volunteer retention cannot be confirmed. Subsequent research is needed to ascertain whether 

additional volunteer training and development is necessary and if volunteer retention is an issue for VSOs in 

EM. 

It is however the pronounced focus on response that represents the most striking characteristic of the 

voluntary sector in EM and, perhaps more generally, the Canadian EM landscape. However, case studies such 

as the one on the Alberta wildfire evacuation highlight how CSOs that operate on an on-going basis to prevent 

and mitigate daily risks in their communities manage, through both loose and established networks, to expand 

their capacity and respond to emergencies as well. Such examples ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜƳƛǎŜ ƻŦ άǿƘƻƭŜ-of-

ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅέ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ {ŜƴŘŀƛ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ its emphasis on engaging all of 

society and reducing risk represent significant benefits both in times ƻŦ άǇŜŀŎŜέ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƛƳŜs of dealing with 

humanitarian emergencies.  
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In light of these findings and recognition of opportunities to advance governance systems that better recognize 

and integrate VSOs in EM, this study leads to the clear articulation of two important questions. How to enable 

the Voluntary Sector in EM so that it can take a greater stance in preparedness and mitigation? How can 

volunteers and the Voluntary Sector be adequately taken into account in the upcoming Canadian plan of action 

for the implementation of the Sendai Framework? Adding capabilities geared towards preparedness and 

mitigation, such as Structural Mitigation and Critical Infrastructure Resilience Capacity, to strengthen 

preparedness and mitigation is certainly an option. However, the present study indicates that VSOs in EM think 

about all of their existing capabilities in relation to all of the phases of the DM cycle. The current emphasis on 

response highlights that critical investments in widespread risk reduction and, as recommended by the Sendai 

framework, adequate governance structure, are indispensable in enabling the mobilization of volunteer 

capabilities and capacity towards the full DM cycle and are a prerequisite for Canada to achieve its whole-of-

society agenda. 

 

Therefore, in addition to the development of EM capabilities, it is ultimately the presence of governance 

structures that clearly define roles and responsibilities that will facilitate the effective integration of Voluntary-

based resources in national EM systems. 

 

  






















































































































































