
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

July 2023 - Newcastle Creek Wildfire 

Local Authority After Action Report 



Executive Summary  

The purpose of this report is to provide a perspective of 

the local authorities, emergency services personnel and 

community members affected by the Newcastle Creek 

Wildfire (NCW). On Monday May 29th the Newcastle 

Creek Wildfire started approximately 5.6km west of 

Sayward. Smoke was visible from Sayward. The Village 

of Sayward and Strathcona 

Regional District activated a 

regional Emergency Operation Centre (EOC) for this event that 

consisted primarily of public communication and advanced 

planning activities. The purpose of activating the EOC as a result 

of a disaster is to centralize response and recovery decisions, 

plans, and operational activities in order to maximize the 

efficiency, quality, and quantity of resources. 

The BC Wildfire Service (BCWS) activated an Incident 
Command Post at the scene and was the lead agency for the 
response. BCWS had at least thirty firefighters tending to the out-
of-control blaze.  Air tankers and helicopters were also deployed. 
At no point in time was there a risk to critical infrastructure. No 
evacuation orders or area restrictions were put in place. Fire was believed to be human 
caused.  

The NCW generated considerable community concern and requests for information. 

During this event 300 new subscribers signed up for SRD’s Alertable mass notification 

service. Alertable was utilized to send at least one update per day to the community. 

The community messaging focused on BCWS service actions and protective actions 

against the health effects of wildfire smoke (Appendix A). 

Once BCWS listed this wildfire as ‘Being Held’ several days later, personnel from local 

government (SRD and Village) along with emergency services personnel hosted an 

internal debrief. A summary of the internal debrief can be found in Appendix B. 

Volunteers from the Salvation Army were on site during both the internal debrief and 

community meeting to provide psychosocial support if required.  

Following the internal debrief it was decided that in the spirit of best practice a 

Community Event should be hosted as well. It was assumed that this event would draw 

significant attendance due to the attention this wildfire received from the community. 

Flyers (Appendix E) were mailed to households and the event was promoted on social 

media. Less than 30 community members were in attendance. The presentation 

utilized at the Community Event is available in Appendix F. 

 



The promotional poster also advised residents that between Monday June 12th and 

Friday June 23rd the SRD was inviting the community to record a video of them 

expressing their thanks to BC Wildfire Service. Community members were provided with 

an email and phone number they could send the video to. No community members 

chose to record this ‘thank you’ video.  

Following the internal debrief it was decided that the EOC should aim to collect 

responses from community members affected by the Newcastle Creek Wildfire asking 

them to provide their observations on the emergency operation centre and 

communication activities. The survey (Appendix D) was mailed to households and 

promoted on social media. 

The community was advised they could provide their feedback by completing the 

survey: 

• ONLINE - www.srd.ca/newcastle-wildfire-feedback  

• Dropoff your survey at the Village of Sayward’s office. 
 

• BY MAIL - Strathcona Regional District, 990 Cedar St. Campbell River BC V9W 

7Z8  

Attention: Protective Services. 

Survey submissions were to be accepted until 4:00 pm on Friday June 23rd. Only 32 

people responded to the survey, and some chose not to answer all the questions. To 

summarize the results from the 32 respondents of the Community Survey: 

• Respondents were split down the middle regarding whether they felt they 

received enough information during this event. The majority who expressed they 

did not receive enough information during the event appear to have not 

downloaded the Alertable App or have an Alertable Account. 

• Some respondents seemed to indicate they were unaware the Alertable App 

would work if connected to a Wi-Fi Network, even if that location did not have 

cellphone reception. Some also seemed unaware that Alertable could call their 

landlines.  

• The majority of respondents have taken additional protective actions to be better 

prepared following this event.  

• Over 90% of respondents had never viewed their community’s Community 

Wildfire Protection Plan or Sayward Evacuation Plan. It can be assumed that this 

lack of knowledge correlated to the heightened anxiety some community 

members felt during the event.  

• The majority of community respondents indicated they had no interest in 

volunteering for community emergency service organizations.  

 

http://www.srd.ca/newcastle-wildfire-feedback


A tabulation of survey data is provided in Appendix C. Below are some responses from 

the EOC to specific feedback from survey respondents. 

 

 

The final action taken regarding this event was the Regional District’s Chair Mark Baker 

bringing a Chair’s Report to the Board which is provided on the next page. The SRD 

and our communities will continue to advocate for better public information access from 

the BCWS. 



 

 



Appendix A – May 30, 2023 SRD Media Release  

 



Appendix B – Internal Debrief Summary  

Item Response 

EOC activation went smoothly. The group expressed appreciation to 
local Emergency Program Coordinator 
Tom Tinsley. 

The lack of direct communication and 
notification from the BCWS was the most 
prevalent theme during conversation.  

BCWS has been made aware of this 
concern. 

The BCWS App was sometimes out of 
date compared to the information 
available on the BCWS website. 
 

BCWS has been made aware of this 
concern. 

Public seem unaware of how evacuation 
alerts and orders are recommended by 
the incident commander. 

The SRD is developing a ‘Preparing for 
Wildfire Evacuations’ guide. 

Websites are time consuming to update 
but people still go there for information.  

The SRD is working with Alertable so that 
when specific alerts are sent via Alertable 
those alerts will automatically go to  

• SRD Website 

• Village Website 

• SRD Facebook Pages 

• Village Facebook page. 
Sayward Fire Department doesn’t have the 
personnel or equipment to fight this fire if it 
did come down the hill. 
 

Firefighter recruitment is adequately 
advertised, all we can hope is additional 
community members step up to become 
members.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix C – Responses to Newcastle Creek Community Wildfire Survey 

Did you get enough information? 

Number of responses  Yes No 

32 17 15 

When was the last time you reviewed Sayward Evacuation Plan? 

Number of Responses  Never Recently 

30 24 6 

When was the last time you reviewed the Community Wildfire Protection Plan 
for either the Village of Sayward or Sayward Valley? 

Number of Responses  Never Recently 

30 24 6 

 

What actions could be taken to help Sayward be better prepared for a wildfire 
event? 

Make property owners for removal of down trees under brush and debris. Do an area 
assessment. Daily updates.  

Pay the volunteer fire department, so more people would be willing to serve in it. 
Although they do not fight wildfires, they could be the first responders and having 
more people would be a help.  

Mow all the tall grass in areas such as Angles I've and Hemlock and clear all the 
danger trees that came down in the big wind of 2020. 
 

A two-way bridge that is not made from wood 

  

A water tower. A fire barrier (fire line?). Updates more than once every 24-36 hours. 

(I know the crew is busy fighting fires, and that’s the priority, but some word would 

be better than NO word. Especially when you’re freaking out about how close it is.  

 

I appreciate all that was done, and is still being done, to keep us safe. I know you 
have a thankless job, but I thank you.  
 

I guess a map of a way out of here depending on where the fire would happen to be. 

Forest management. Eliminate underbrush. Log it. Remove debris away from homes. 
Restrict access to uneducated tourist.  
 

Deadfall from the winter storms still needs to be removed on the property owned by 
the Nature Conservancy. To date there is no pumper truck for the SVFD. Absentee 
property owners need to remove trees and grass that present an increased fire 
hazard to nearby properties. Reading comments on Facebook from those unaware of 
the evacuation routes possibly have the Village post online on the Sayward sites the 
updated route maps once the wildfire event occurs just so people have one less worry 
while wondering if they’ll be evacuated. As well, a way for tourists to be advised of the 
routes and event. 

I believe the village of Sayward owns the land directly behind houses on MacMillan 
Drive and other Sayward village roads. Clearing out these trees could provide a fire 



break and protect infrastructure in the village. If the village does not have the financial 
resources to do this, they should apply for provincial assistance or allow individual 
homeowners to clear the trees. 

Haven't heard any helicopters the least few days although status is still "Being Held" 
This is going on for way too long, get some water bombers to attack the fire and get it 
over with so we all can get a normal life again! AND we will be able to renew our 
home insurances again... On top of the campfire ban, a ban on dirt bikes and ATV 
should be considered as well. 

Clear trees close to homes (like forest behind houses on MacMillan) 

Go door to door helping or getting people to ensure they are set up on Alertable.  
 

To actually address some of the recommendations in the CWPP. Have outcome 
metrics attached to these plans and accountability from the levels of government 
responsible i.e. the village, SRD and province  
 

Heli's were refueling in CR at first, it saved time refueling locally and that could 
happen sooner in the future. People don't know how evacuations work, how they 
would be notified when sleeping. Advertise the Alertable app. School District senior 
management was unaware at least into the second day of what was actually 
happening. I did not send my child to school Tuesday due to the lack of info by 8am 
when the bus comes. The fire updates always came after the bus pick up so I ended 
up driving her the first few days until I felt it was safer. I understand not everything can 
line up in a dynamic situation but that was just my experience as it unfolded. I was 
also highly concerned about my child on the bus for 1 hour a day without knowing the 
smoke situation, the valley and village were drastically different and ever changing. 
Last year I talked to the SRD, Mayor and SVFD about a purple air sensor but either 
nobody had funding, policies prevented it or they passed the buck. This year I 
contacted enviro Canada about the lack air quality data. We really need local air 
quality data. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Since this event what actions have you or your household personally taken to 
be better prepared next time.  

Already have a fire pump set up. Got another fire hose so can reach all of property. 
Removed all debris. Was a firefighter when younger. Nobody wants to get involved 
anymore.  

I have Alertable and the BC Wildfire apps on my phone. 

I have a list for my go bag. 

Have a go bag available. 

We are already into prepping but are looking at what more we can do. I discovered 
the get FireSmart podcast and am listening. I would like to get an estimate on hardie 
board soon.  

We have quick access emergency bag for us and our dog, plus one for the car 
packed and ready. 
We have a go to emergency point of contact to keep our family updated. 
We have lined up places to stay should we need to evacuate. 
We know which flammable items around the home we need to move away in the case 
the fire nears, and have water buckets available to set out in order to create a 
moisture barrier. 
We have removed/cut back most dead under brush.  
We have taken videos and documented all our things within the home and property in 
the worse case we need to make an insurance claim 

My bag is still packed and by the door. 

We have everything ready - food, clothing, medications, pets and their supplies, etc. - 
packed in the trailer and ready to evacuate. Nothing has changed. We lived in a 
northern community where there were fires quite often, so this is something we are 
used to preparing for.  
Knowing collectively, where all my important assets are 

Nothing more than earthquake preparedness.  
 

We were in Winnipeg when the fire started and realized we forgot to give a house key 
to the neighbours to be able to take our “valuables” with them in the event of an 
evacuation. They now have a key. 

Gathered in a central location items that we would want to take if we had to evacuate 
in a hurry.-Personal items, medication and medical devices 

This fire changed nothing, we just are ready to move out anytime it is necessary. 

LOOKING INTO A WATER SUPPLY - how to assist our neighbours with livestock, 
animals, where to stay, to go suitcase i.e. medication etc., paperwork that's required, 
notification to our family, communicating with our mortgage holders and insurance 
agency 

Purchased a fire pump  
Check website 

Having essential necessities (prescription drugs) packed in a bag to take. Non 
replaceable items (i.e. photo albums, jewelry etc. in totes in case of an evacuation 

Get everything ready for an evacuation 

We updated our go bags and filled extra water bottles. 

Updated grab and go kits. Got extra cat carriers so we had one for each. 



Updated my go bag. Bought roof sprinklers from the fire dept (not installed yet) 

I am comfortable with my level of preparedness; however, when I first became aware 
of the fire I did put my pet carriers right by the chicken house in case there would be 
an evacuation alert or something. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Any other questions / concerns? 

Why were logging operations were not halted? 

Village should put out daily update and post it in post office and clinic. Not everyone 
has cellphone reception.  

I appreciated the regular updates. I felt communication was clear and readily 
available. 
This being the first wildfire 'close to home' that I have experienced, I feel on the first 
day when information was limited and the fire was growing in size and people didn't 
know what to expect, that it would have been helpful within Alertable to have been 
informed that local RCMP/Firefighters would go door to door in the middle of the night 
if there was an evacuation ordered. I think a lot of people were worried they would 
miss the updates if they went to sleep. I understand that door knocking is listed in the 
evacuation plan, but a number of folk do not have internet access (or skills) and rely 
on being updated by their phones regarding important information.  
 

Maybe a FB page? phone #? info page of some kind, where a person can inquire 
about 'brown plumes of smoke blowing over my house' and is all okay? Someone 
monitors and says, 'nothing to worry about.' 

It has been impossible to get details on what is happening with the 20% of the fire that 
is not under control. We have had two two-day rounds of extreme wind but we are still 
being told that the fire's perimeter has not changed, and that the total size is 208 
hectares, even though the most recent update contained a bit of an admission that 
the fire was moving up the steep slopes where it cannot be fought by hand. Moving 
up the west face, or worse, around the south face to the east, both involve the fire 
moving towards the village and our water treatment plant is particularly vulnerable. 
There's no way it can be actively burning on the steep upper slopes of Newcastle 
without creeping towards us. All we want is the truth. 

Fire bans and explicit restrictions on the types of activities allowed in the forest should 
be the new normal. Bring them in as soon as the fire threat level rises above 
moderate, and leave them in place until the fall rains. As for communications, more 
information is better. Fire Service website has had the same picture of the fire posted 
for over a week now. It has obviously changed. Give us an idea as to where things 
are at. Not knowing makes windy days hellish. You guys can do better at treating the 
people who live here with kindness. For a lot of the older people in the community, 
this is the worst stress they've experienced in their lives. Think about that, and keep 
everyone up to date.  
 

Train forestry workers to do what they used to do. First on scene. 

Thank you to the wildfire firefighters and all those assisting/supporting them as well as 
to all involved with the emergency planning and updating. 

Is this event over? I don't feel there were sufficient updates. Some particularly windy 
days when the smoke was prevalent even an update to say things were still being 
managed would have alleviated some worry. Pictures posted on social media seemed 
to indicate the fire had in fact breached the boundaries. Other info indicated that more 
firefighters had been recalled to the fire.  
 



Sayward is known as "Mother Nature's Playground" which features many trails - 
hiking, camping, 4X4s, dirt bikes etc., many watering holes for swimming, rivers, lake, 
ocean for exploring, kayaking, in other words a tourist attraction area. As the Sayward 
Mayor Mark said "if there is a problem tell someone before it become a Big problem" 

PREVENTION, EDUCATION, COMMUNICATION, FINES 

Not being aware that there was documentation on evacuation plans. Living in the 
Sayward Valley with no cell service and totally relying on a land line or wi-fi calling and 
possibility of a power outage, how would we get updates? 

Haven't heard any helicopters the least few days although status is still "Being Held" 
This is going on for way too long, get some water bombers to attack the fire and get it 
over with so we all can get a normal life again! AND we will be able to renew our 
home insurances again... On top of the campfire ban, a ban on dirt bikes and ATV 
should be considered as well. 

When we finally learned about the fire, it was about eight kilometers away, and the 
wind was blowing the fire straight at us, back it miraculously progressed away from 
us.  
 
When we arrived in Sayward, we submitted our phone number for contact in case of a 
community emergency. I would have thought that we would have received a phone 
call. 
 
My right-handed wife has right side hemiplegia. It would take a long time for us to 
evacuate. Is there not a better notification system? Even a police car using a P/A 
would be very effective.  
 

I think the public should be reminded to only seek info from reliable government type 
sources and not pass on info from unreliable sources. Just like BC health authorities 
reminded folks on that topic during COVID heavy times. 

That the wildfires that have occurred since the Fort Mac fire have not been enough of 
a wake-up call to push or direct the private forestry sector to clean up their interface 
with communities. I don't need to look at the status of recommendation 36 of the 2011 
CWPP to know that no action has been taken and since there are additional fuels 
sources created by the 2018 storm. Every day I see the dead fall, dead under story 
and dead limbs the extend in some cases to half the height of trees on the forestry 
land beside my house. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix D – Community Survey  

 



 



 

 



 

 



Appendix E – Invitation to Community Meeting  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix F – Presentation Utilized at Community Meeting   



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 















 


