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Thank you
It has been almost nine months since the village of Lytton was destroyed following a record-breaking 
heatwave. Much has happened since then, including another BC natural disaster, and for many directly 
impacted by the 2021 wildfires life still doesn’t look the same.

But, because of your generosity, British Columbians affected by the fires have not been forgotten. 
Over the past six months, your donations have funded long-term recovery work, helping affected 
people and communities rebuild their social infrastructure and community connection. 

United Way British Columbia – working with communities in BC’s Interior, Lower Mainland, Central 
& Northern Vancouver Island (United Way) – remains truly grateful for your incredible local love and 
support at a time of great need for so many people across our province. 

We are pleased to provide the following report, which provides detailed information on the recovery 
work that has taken place during this second stage of this fund, all because of your wonderful support.

Thank you, once again, for your Local Love! 
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The Lytton Reaction Ferry is one of the only routes open between 
the town of Lytton and the Lytton  First Nation
Credit: United Way
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The Journey Toward recovery

During the cold and snow-filled winter, it could have been easy to forget about the scorching 
temperatures and dangerous wildfires that British Columbians experienced in the summer of 
2021. For those in affected communities, it has been impossible to forget the damage, loss of 
community connections, and trauma that has continued to be a regular part of daily life.

This is particularly relevant for the residents of Lytton. People continue to remain in temporary 
accommodation as debris removal, archeological work, and soil remediation work started. For 
many, the progress has felt slow and difficult, leading to additional mental and physical health 
pressures. 

Back in early July 2021, United Way started its emergency support phase of our wildfire fund. 
We provided vital food supplies, support vouchers, and agency grants to help with a wide 
range of community issues, from counselling to childcare. Details are in the United for BC 
Wildfire Recovery Fund fall 2021 Impact Report.

Since last fall, we have been in our second stage of the fund, focused on long-term recovery. 
Our Urgent Response Team had been communicating with local partners and agencies to fully 
understand the long-term repercussions and needs following the 2021 wildfires when BC was 
hit by yet another natural disaster, changing everything.

Members of the Skeetchestn Indian Band provide vital support to neighbours 
Credit: United Way

https://uwbc.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/2021-Wildfire-Fund-Report.pdf
https://uwbc.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/2021-Wildfire-Fund-Report.pdf
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the impact of the 2021 floods

United Way’s Wildfire Recovery Fund had already started vital long-term recovery work when 
the November floods occurred in 2021. The BC Government declared a state of emergency 
on November 15 as 15,000 people were rushed out of their communities or had little to no 
access to essential services.

This was BC’s second climate-related disaster in the space of four months, resulting in 
thousands of British Columbians having their lives turned into chaos once again. Vital wildfire 
recovery work was impacted as people left their homes for a second time and urgent support 
again became a priority to help people get through the latest emergency. 

Following the initial flooding disaster, the need for long-term recovery work in these 
communities affected by wildfires and floods became even more critical. Both disasters 
highlighted crucial gaps in existing community processes and connections that were 
exacerbating the damage caused in these events. As a result, United Way looked at the large-
scale needs and future preparation support that was crucial in these areas. 

With the significant increase in climate-related disasters in 2021, and the continuation of 
other community emergencies such as COVID-19, United Way is committed to helping BC 
communities strengthen their resiliency and preparedness to recover from these existing 
emergencies and potential future disasters. Our wildfire long-term recovery plans are our first 
step towards this large-scale strategy.  

2021 British Columbia Floods
Credit: Shared on social media, source unknown. Please message for credit.
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Lytton and the surrounding 
areas

Today the village is still far from recovered. The majority of community members have not 
yet returned, displaced in over 17 different communities. This includes areas that were 
significantly impacted by the floods last year, and left many residents of Lytton feeling like 
they were running into tragedy wherever they went. Rebuilding has been slow in Lytton with 
the recovery process being hit by multiple problems, including removing the vast amount of 
debris and power problems.

The Lytton Creek wildfire has also severely disrupted the lives of over 2,000 community 
members living in seven Indigenous communities. These reserves have been significantly 
impacted by the resulting food security problems and the barriers they have caused to 
community connection:

Gathering and socializing as a 
community is incredibly important 
for Indigenous communities, and is a 
regular part of life from the moment 
of birth. The compounded impact of 
COVID-19, wildfires and floods have 
prevented this community connection 
for over two years. This has led to 
increased mental health problems and 
need for the further supports. 

The walking bridge connecting the west 
side of the Lytton First Nation to the 
village itself is no longer in use due to the 
level of destruction, leaving just a two-
vehicle ferry for general access, including 
for people from the First Nation to get 
groceries from the village store. With 
spring freshets, this ferry will stop running 
once river debris gets too significant, 
effectively cutting it off from supplies and 
resources. 

FOOD SECURITY COMMUNITY CONNECTION

Lytton and the surrounding areas became headline news last summer after the 
Lytton Creek wildfire destroyed the village and killed two people.  



United Way British Columbia | Working with communities in BC’s Interior, Lower Mainland, Central & Northern Vancouver Island 

Wildfire Recovery Fund | 2021-2022

7

Nicola valley: the impact of 
compounded trauma

“People across BC’s Interior have faced an 
array of compounding crises. For Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous communities in 
the Nicola Valley, residents were further 
devastated with two consecutive natural 
disasters.

Community members were only beginning 
to recover from the damage caused by the 
wildfires when they were faced with the 
devastation brought on by the catastrophic 
flooding in the fall. Many have lost their sense 
of security, safety and overall wellbeing. This 
trauma cannot be measured or compared.

The economic, social, and emotional burdens 
will have an intangible impact across all 
demographics. The dislocation of people 
from their homes and communities has 
greatly strained affordable housing options 
in Merritt. There are gaps in supply and 
funding of resources to meet the basic needs 
of those who have been dislocated but also 
of the most marginalized members of the 
community.

Through the United for BC Flood Response 
Fund, people are receiving critical assistance 
– from rent support, to medical supplies, 
groceries and clothing. With this support, 
they can continue working towards recovery 
from the financial and physical loss of this 
disaster. 

Importantly, the resilience of Indigenous 
communities, citizens of the Nicola Valley, 
and the surrounding cities and communities 
must be acknowledged. There is a hopeful, 
collaborative, and collective effort to remain 
united while ongoing restoration and 
rebuilding occurs.”

Keri Cooke, Director of Merritt Operations at ASK Wellness, spoke to us about the 
impact that a year of fire and floods has had on Nicola Valley communities. 
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United Way’s wildfire long-
term recovery plan

Our long-term recovery work can be divided into two key areas:

Long-term recovery grants 

Similar to the emergency stage of the wildfire fund, United Way Community Impact 
and Investment team members connected with community partners and local 
agencies to learn what issues continued in affected communities. The assessments 
helped determine the best way United Way could help this long-term recovery 
through grants or program supports. $127,500 went to 6 agencies in affected 
regions to support this crucial work. These grant areas ranged from counselling and 
mental health supports to workshops helping youth with wildfire preparedness.

Hi Neighbour Programs for Urgent Response

The generosity of United Way donors also enabled us to scale some of our 
foundational programs into new locations where they would be most beneficial. 
Funds were contributed toward the launch of Hi Neighbour programs in three 
wildfire-affected communities.

These programs will strengthen community connections, resiliency and future 
preparedness in these communities. More information on our Hi Neighbour 
program and our work already undertaken to launch this program in our new, 
wildfire-affected locations can be found on p14.
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Long-term recovery grants 
provided

Agency support Communities  Grant

Salvation Army Okanagan
Food and counselling 
supports

Central Okanagan $30,000

Savage Production 
Company 

Mental health 
supports

Stein Valley N’lakapamux 
School and Kumsheen 
SchEma-meet School

$20,000

The Ashcroft Hub Society 
[Application #2] 

Housing 
supports

Lytton (Nlaka’pamux & 
Secwépemc Territories, 
Ashcroft, Cache Creek)

$2,500

CMHA South Cariboo 
[Application #2]

Community Navgiator South Cariboo $30,000

Salvation Army Okanagan 
[Application #2]

Mental health 
supports

West Kelowna $15,000

Okanagan Indian Band

Essential items, youth 
wildfire preparedness 
workshops, mental 
health support

Okanagan Indian Band, 
Okanagan, North 
Okanagan

$30,000

$127,500TOTAL
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Food and mental health support 
for kids in Clearwater

The tourism industry is vital for a community 
like Clearwater, BC. Many families rely on 
tourism as their livelihood. When the wildfires 
burned across BC in 2021 and tourists 
weren’t able to visit much of the province, 
many people found themselves struggling to 
survive financially.

Darren Coates, Principal of the Clearwater 
Secondary School, saw the impact of those 
events on his students. “It hit the parents 
of kids hard. We saw kids coming to school 
without having breakfast at home or having a 
lunch.”

The Breakfast Program was the start of 
Clearwater School’s answer to the challenge. 
Staffed by volunteers five days a week, 
the program gives kids a variety of healthy 
options. Most days they have a small 
breakfast, with a more elaborate meal being 
offered one day per week as well. Snacks 
are also available throughout the week days, 
including everything from toast, cheese and 
granola to yogurt, fruit, and vegetables. 

“We have some students who come from less 
affluent households, some in unstable living 
environments and facing other challenges 
in life. For them, this is quite impactful 
and they’re super appreciative.” For some 
students, they can also access food to take 
home if they are in need.

With the Breakfast Program a success, 
the school decided to take a next step in 
addressing the needs of their students. 
With the funding provided by United Way’s 
Wildfire Fund, they brought in a Life Coach, 
who is working to become a counsellor, 
to help students with their mental health 
needs. “She comes in on regular days in the 
mornings so the kids know when they can 
see her. She helps them cope with stress, 
learn how to set boundaries, and develop 
strategies to deal with issues.”

Former PAC President and student volunteers serve up food 
for the Clearwater breakfast program

Credit: United Way
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what is Hi Neighbour ?

Our Hi Neighbour initiative was originally launched in 2017 to tackle the rapidly growing 
sense of loneliness, isolation and disconnect that is in communities in BC and worldwide. The 
physical and mental health implications of this disconnect are well established, known to be 
as harmful as smoking 15 cigarettes a day.

Last year’s wildfires and floods also highlighted another damaging impact of isolation with 
‘invisible’ and vulnerable members of society not knowing where to go for urgent help in the 
face of a community emergency. 

Hi Neighbour’s goal is to support the development of caring and connected communities 
through community ownership and involvement. We work with local people and partners 
to collectively develop place-based and sustainable solutions that create long-lasting 
connections in neighbourhoods through:

Grants are available to local people to fund their ideas for improving their communities 
and connecting people. We know that local people are best placed to find the greatest 
solutions for their community. These grants enable neighbours to step up and create 
the change they want to see in their neighbourhood. Previous grants have been used 
to develop community gardens, neighbourhood clean-up groups, community kitchens, 
little libraries, new crosswalks, and a farmer’s market – to name a few.   

These local people live and work in the neighbourhoods they serve, identify community 
champions, and make vital links between support services, partners and individuals in 
need. 

Hiring Community Builders and Community Engagement Specialists:  

Providing Local Love Grants: 

Hi Neighbour has piloted in 12 neighbourhoods across the Lower Mainland since 2017. When 
COVID-19 reached our shores, an additional 20 Hi Neighbour Emergency Response programs 
were instrumental in supporting marginalized and invisible members in communities. 

We are expanding Hi Neighbour to 7 wildfire and flood-affected communities across BC. 
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The combined impact of the wildfires and floods in 2021 for many BC communities 
demonstrated the need for long-term support in helping social infrastructures and vital 
community connections to grow back – and grow back stronger and more resilient than ever. 

Because of the incredible generosity of donors who supported our wildfire and flood 
response funds, in 2022 we have launched Hi Neighbour programs in 3 affected communities.

The table below outlines these three locations and the costs for running these Hi Neighbour 
programs in 2021-22. It also shows the final allocation of wildfire donations that have enabled 
these vital programs to start.

Hi Neighbour 
Program Locations 

Program Items
Program costs

 2021/22
Wildfire Fund 

allocation 

Lytton and the 
surrounding areas

Community Engagement 
Specialist (50% of time), Local Love 
Grants and Community Events

$96,546 $36,897

Merritt
Community Engagement 
Specialist (50% of time), Local Love 
Grants and Community Events

$96,546 $36,897

Princeton 

Community Engagement 
Specialist (100% of time), 
Community Builder, Local Love 
Grants and Community Events

$163,186 $36,897

TOTAL UNITED WAY PROGRAM COST $356,278 $110,691

Hi Neighbour programs for 
emergent response
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Launching Hi Neighbour in 
Lytton and affected areas
The wildfires of 2021 are likely already far from some people’s minds – but not for those 
directly impacted. Their lives and communities are likely to continue being significantly 
impacted for years. 

Having spoken to residents of Lytton, we understand how difficult it has been to see 
emergency supports come and go while the village remains in ruins. We recognise the 
importance of providing long-term support to this community - typically, Hi Neighbour 
programs provide community support for 3-5 years. 

This Hi Neighbour, program will look different to existing locations due to:

• The community loss and impact of the wildfires and floods in 2021

• How many residents are yet to return to Lytton, impacting the concept of community 
in these areas

• A high level of siloes and cultural preconceived notions that exist and are impacting 
recovery 

• The lack of infrastructure in these areas, with no accommodation available for visitors 
and those providing resources, and the lack of access routes to certain communities 

It is early days for Hi Neighbour Lytton but we are delighted to have hired a Community 
Engagement Specialist, Ryan Deneault, who will be supporting this crucial work. We are in the 
process of hiring a Community Builder and have also already given out two Local Love Grants  
to support community events that have brought neighbours back together.

A BBQ in Lytton helped neighbours reconnect and socialize
Credit: United Way

Important food supplies being delivered and prepared 
for distribution to neighbours in need



United Way British Columbia | Working with communities in BC’s Interior, Lower Mainland, Central & Northern Vancouver Island 

Wildfire Recovery Fund | 2021-2022

17

Introducing Ryan denault

Ryan Denault has been a volunteer for 
United Way since 1993 but joined our staff 
team in April 2022. He is our Community 
Engagement Specialist for Lytton and 
the surrounding areas as part of our Hi 
Neighbour initiative, working directly with 
all areas of the community to make vital 
connections in communities and ultimately 
help this community recover.

Ryan Deneault walks a path between two 
worlds, one that has served him throughout 
his career and life. “I’m half Indigenous, half 
European descent.” 

When the mining company, KGHM, wanted 
to start their Ajax project outside Kamloops, 
Ryan was asked by the two chiefs from the 
Tk’emlúps and Skeetchestn Indian Bands to 
apply as the Indigenous Advisor/First Nation 
Liaison. “I spent eight years on that project, 
and it was very contentious. There were 
many key individuals in both bands that did 
not want that project and I ended up in the 
middle. That taught me how to communicate 
with people properly and how to stick to my 
authenticity.” 

Ryan then came across the position with 
United Way BC as a Community Engagement 
Specialist. Ryan’s work includes helping 
to rebuild communities in Lytton and 
surrounding areas, including the surrounding 
First Nations communities. “Right now I’m 
gathering information and forming the 

relationships that will make rebuilding the 
social infrastructure successful, but I’m also 
trying to empower these communities to 
share their information with each other. It’s 
really exciting to see this huge opportunity 
for growth and new ways of connecting in our 
communities.”

Ryan dreams big when it comes to what can 
be accomplished for community and believes 
that with the collective efforts of other 
community builders great things are possible. 
“I work to empower communities to rise up 
when provided with the right funding and 
opportunities and I will stand with them as 
they succeed.”  

Ryan Denault
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Wildfire recovery and
Truth and Reconciliation

The 2021 wildfires are continuing to impact 
thousands of Indigenous people and their 
communities. From food security and 
community connection to mental health 
problems and healing needs, Indigenous 
communities have been severely impacted. 

United Way is on our own Truth and 
Reconciliation journey as an organization, 
working to decolonize our own practices and 
processes, and build genuine and authentic 
relationships with Indigenous communities in 
BC.  

The United for BC Wildfire Recovery Fund 
has provided a vital opportunity for United 
Way to build new and stronger relationships 
with affected Indigenous communities. We 
are truly grateful to Indigenous communities 
across BC that are inviting and welcoming 
United Way staff in to their communities 
and helping us learn and discover more 
about their ways of life and, in this particular 
instance, about their priorities and needs 
following the wildfires. 

United Way respects and understands the 
need for new approaches in building these 
vital community connections with Indigenous 
communities, and we’re already so grateful 
for the knowledge and collaboration that 
our Indigenous partners have shared with us 
across all areas of our work. The Indigenous 

communities surrounding Lytton have been 
offering a full range of supports to all those 
affected by the wildfires around Lytton, 
including food and shelter on the day of the 
fire itself; regardless of anyone’s race, beliefs 
or community.

We are excited to continue to support the 
important work going on in these areas to 
help aid recovery but also use this situation as 
a critical opportunity to truly build inclusivity 
in our communities. It is only through this 
genuine collaboration and care for all of our 
neighbours that we can truly create healthy 
and caring communities for all. 

As part of our Hi Neighbour work in Lytton, 
and through our Truth and Reconciliation 
initiative, we are listening to and 
collaborating with Indigenous communities, 
and we’re grateful for the knowledge and 
learning we have already learned from these 
strength and resilience of these communities. 
We hope to keep developing our relationships 
and partnerships with existing and new 
Indigenous communities, and keep pushing 
our organization in our Truth and Reconciliation 
journey in order to be a better partner and 
advocate of Indigenous people. 
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The future of URGENT
response at United Way

The last few years have truly demonstrated how resilient, passionate and caring BC 
communities are, as neighbours continue to support each other during the very difficult times 
they have lived through recently. 

Unfortunately, with climate change and global warming increasingly hitting the headlines, it is 
unlikely that our communities will not continue to face these terrible events in the near future. 
Most recently, United Way and BC211 has partnered with the Province of British Columbia, 
Ukrainian Canadian Congress and other community partners to support displaced Ukrainians 
during this challenging time.

Throughout these emergencies, United Way donors have continued to step up and support 
these emergency funds to help us provide new and additional support in the wake of each 
crisis. Because of the ongoing and significant impact they are having on British Columbians, 
United Way is developing an Urgent Response initiative of work, which will not only support 
communities immediately after an emergency response but also help communities to 
strengthen their overall resiliency and preparedness to better respond to future events.

The wildfires of 2021 were United Way’s first amalgamated approach to these 
emergencies and we couldn’t be more grateful to you for supporting that initial Fund. 
Because of your support and generosity, we have together provided vital support. 
United Way has also learned so much and developed our internal processes to enable 
us to best pivot and understand our role, as we continue to partner and share with 
other organizations.

We would be delighted to continue keeping you updated on our progress in 
emergency response. If you would be interested in finding out more, please contact 
your United Way representative today.  
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