
National Indigenous Fire Safety Council (NIFSC) 
Mortality & Morbidly related to Fires and

First Nations People, Metis and Inuit 

Len Garis, Director of Research - NIFSC
Adjunct Professor, University of the Fraser Valley 
Associate Scientist Emeritus, BC Injury Research and Prevention Unit 

Presented to Indigenous Services Canada
October 27, 2021 



Acknowledgments:  

• Brian Godlonton, Fire Commissioner British Columbia

• Dr Joe Clare, University of Western Australia    

• Dr Charles Jennings, John Jay, University College New York  

• Dr Martha Dow, University of the Fraser Valley, Canada  







Performance Management: Future State KPI Dashboards    



What do we know about Morbidly in the Indigenous 
Population 

National Indigenous Fire Safety Council have made available programs and services 
in the following areas:

1. Community Fire Safety
2. Community Governance Support
3. Community Infrastructure and Engineering Support
4. Fire Department Management
5. Fire Inspection Services
6. Fire Investigation Services 
7. Fire Department Operations 

The goal of the NIFSC is to create a framework where we can identify and capture 
data that will then enable us to implement programs and services that reduce 
injuries and death. 

-



What do we know about Morbidly in the Indigenous 
Population – The Challenges………………. 

Collection of fire incident data has commenced using the National Incident 
Reporting System (NIRS) , Home Safety Assessments (HSA) and Fire Department 
Assessments (FDA) 

Data collected from these sources will direct when, where and what programs will 
be best suited to support communities and reduce fires and related deaths and 
injuries  

The research underway will be informed by data collection, analysis, and best 
practices that will allow more precision 

The future state will apply surveillance tools to monitor and adjust programs and 
services as needed     



What Do We Know About Morbidly in the Indigenous 
Population 

• 1991 - 2001 in BC Fire Related Mortality was 9 times higher than non-indigenous 
people to rest of B.C’s Population 

• 2007 - 2011 in BC  Fire Related Mortality was 4 times higher than non-indigenous 
people of B.C’s Population 

• 2007 - Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation Mortality was 10.4 times than 
non-indigenous people

• 2021 – Stats Canada Mortality was 5.3 times higher in Canada , 10.6 times on a 
Reserve in Canada and 17.6 times higher for Northern Canada or Inuit 

• We do not have finite geospatial information nor basic causations ( Retrospective 
Data ) , except to say we know non-indigenous Mortality and Mobility rates are 
much lower and would be desirable to achieve    



What Do We Know About Morbidly in the Indigenous 
Population 

• Programs and services will take time (5 to 8 years) to mature then will achieve 
optimum measurable results , then maintenance is needed just like (seatbelts 
and immunization)  

• We have recognized there are notable benefits in reducing death, injuries and fire 
rates from a well managed Smoke Alarm Program.  

• We have observed an uptake in British Columbia (Office of the BC Fire 
Commissioner Data) and (Ontario Chief Corners Table on Understating Fire 
Deaths in First Nations) from Fire Deaths associated with the absence of working 
smoke alarms. 

• Research predicts mortality can be reduced by as much as 50% when fire occurs, 
and a working smoke alarm is present.  

• The following slides will help to understand this problem is present in both 
indigenous and non-indigenous populations In Canada.









What do we know about Smoke Alarms and Mortality 
in the Non-Indigenous Canadian Population  
Population

84% of the Deaths in 
Canada had No or 
Unknown 
Smoke Alarm Function 



What Do We Know About Smoke Alarms and 
Mortality in the Indigenous & Non-Indigenous 
Canadian Population

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

# fires 6,864 6,184 6,729 6,355 6,537 7,090 6,259 6,818 6,742 6,907 7,161
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2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

fires 54 50 67 40 55 35 28 44 60 48 58

British Columbia Fires Reported to the BC Fire 
Commissioner - First Nations 2010 - 2020



What Do We Know About Smoke Alarms and 
Mortality in the Indigenous & Non-Indigenous 
Canadian Population

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

# deaths 44 35 35 29 21 23 25 26 26 27 50
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2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

# injured 179 211 265 263 256 197 185 177 204 205 180
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Fire Injuries = Non- First Nations British  
Columbia  2010 - 2020 

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

# deaths 0 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 3

Fire Deaths Reported First Nations 
British Columbia - 2010 - 2020 (n=7)

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

# injured 1 3 2 1 0 2 2 1 1 2 3

Fire Injuries Reported First Nations 
British Columbia  2010 - 2020 (n=18)



BC First Nations Fire Safety Campaign started in 2012
installed estimated 20,000 Smoke Alarms



What Do We Know About Smoke Alarms and 
Mortality in the Indigenous & Non-Indigenous 
Canadian Population

1. Alarm
activated

2. Alarm not
activated

3. No smoke
alarm installed

4. Cannot be
determined

# deaths 52 54 44 105
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77% of the Deaths had No 
Working Smoke Alarm 

100% of the Deaths had No 
Working Smoke Alarm 



What Do We Know About Smoke Alarm Programs -
Clues That This Works : 



What do we know about Smoke Alarms programs 
clues that this works : 

Deaths Decrease by 42% / 1,000 Fires 
Injuries Increase by 62% / 1,000 Fires 

Working Smoke Alarms 
increased from 29% to 41% 



What Do We Know About Smoke Alarm Programs 
Clues That This Works : 

With respect to residential structure fires and the Smoke Alarm Movement that 
commenced in 2012:
Comparing the time period between 2007-11 with the time between 2012-14: 
• Deaths per 100,000 citizens declined by 65%; 
• Deaths per 1,000 fires declined by 37%; 
• Present, functioning smoke alarms per 1,000 fires increased by 26%
• Fires without any smoke alarms decreased by 17%.

https://cjr.ufv.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Smoke-Alarms-Revisited-Report.pdf



What Do We Know About Smoke Alarms and 
Mortality in the Indigenous & Non-Indigenous 
Canadian Population  – Ontario 2008 -2017

86% of the deaths did not have a 
working smoke alarm 



What do we know about the best practice of 
managing an effective Smoke Alarm program : Case 
City of Surrey British Columbia 

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Total Fires 287 317 259 210 213 199 162 219 159 188 171 168 174 166 120 99
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2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Percentage of Working Smoke Alarms 29% 25% 30% 25% 31% 38% 38% 41% 43% 59% 67% 49% 53% 51% 62% 62%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

Surrey Fire Service Working Smoke Alarms at the Time of the Fire -
Residential  2005 - 2020



What do we know about the best practice of 
managing an effective Smoke Alarm program : Case 
City of Surrey British Columbia 

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Casualty 43 48 22 9 20 21 27 27 19 33 21 9 28 28 27 21
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2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

# Residential Units 143341 148838 154580 159866 162532 166506 169801 173566 177244 179891 183623 187301 191422 194626 200284 203975
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What do we know about Smoke Alarm programs what 
work: 



What do we know about Smoke Alarm programs what 
work: 



What do we know about Smoke Alarm programs that  
work: 



Conclusion: 

• First Nations people, Metis, and Inuit experience significantly higher rates of mortality and
morbidity relating to fires and burns compared to rates among non-Indigenous people.

• There is an uptake in fire deaths in BC and Ontario where there were no working smoke
alarms.

• A national smoke alarm distribution and education program would quickly impact the on-
reserve deaths rates

• Smoke Alarm distribution programs need to ensure smoke alarms are installed as part of
the program. (not just distributed)

• Assuming a campaign occurs, a careful documentation is recommended for installation,
housing conditions, including crowding.
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