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2 On Nov. 15, 2022 BC declares state of emergency due to wide-spread flooding.
Photo credit: THE INDEPENDENT 



Thank You  
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United Way British Columbia—working with communities in BC’s Interior, 
Lower Mainland, Central & Northern Vancouver Island (UWBC)—is truly 
grateful for all the generous donors who supported the United for BC Flood 
Response Fund as a result of the devastating floods that hit BC communities 
in 2021.

We have been humbled by the incredible response from British Columbians, 
Canadians, and people and organizations across the world, who showed  
genuine love and care for those whose lives were impacted so terribly.

Because of you, thousands of British Columbians received vital  
emergency support during this incredibly difficult time and will  
continue to receive help in re-building their lives and communities.  
This has ranged from essential services, such as food and safe  
water, to mental health support and childcare. You have ensured  
that vital support could be provided for those in need. 

I’m proud of the vital connections made among donors,  
neighbours, agencies, and new partners and volunteers,  
who came together to meet the “rising” needs. All of you  
together, responded quickly and with heart demonstrating  
what it means to be healthy, caring, and inclusive communities. 

This impact report provides further details on the emergency  
support provided in 2021, long-term recovery support  
provided in 2022, and our plans for continuing long-term  
recovery support in 2023.

Thank you for your local love!

Michael McKnight 
President & CEO
United Way British Columbia
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A United Front for Urgent Response

In July 2021, United Way British Columbia’s amalgamation 
integrated efforts across five regions of the province. This new 
direction would pave the way for United Way to share resources, 
information, and one mission to strengthen vital connections in 
local communities. Not long after the amalgamation, the Lower 
Mainland and BC Interior were devastated by an unprecedented 
year of fires and floods. Locally positioned and coordinated 
across the province, United Way BC was able to respond  
urgently to these communities in crisis.

In the first 24-72hrs of an emergency event, vital services such 
as evacuation, rescue, and response centres are implemented 
by other agencies. These life-saving measures are crucial to the 
immediate survival of community members but often leave many 
gaps in essential services. Deeply embedded in each of these 
regions, we are able to help them identify those unmet needs 
and respond quickly and effectively.

United Way BC’s urgent response is both immediate and long-
term and occurs in two distinct stages:

United Way’s urgent response work incorporates recovery and resilience. Our efforts begin  
when emergency relief is needed and end when a community’s social infrastructure has been  
rebuilt. This timeline can range from months to years and is dependent on the impact of a  
crisis and what is required to re-establish the vital connections a community needs to thrive.

UNITED FOR BC FLOOD RESPONSE FUND
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STAGE ONE
EMERGENCY RELIEF

The emergency phase of United Way’s urgent response  
identifies immediate and unmet needs of a community in  
crisis and leverages its resources and relationships within  
the affected area to meet those needs.

STAGE TWO
LONG-TERM RECOVERY

United Way’s second stage provides funds, aid, and support  
for long-term recovery, with a focus on resilience and rebuilding  
the social infrastructure of an affected community.



A United Front for Urgent Response

  APRIL 2022
  •  Princeton begins to fund  

Local Love projects,  
completing 10 to date

 SPRING – OCTOBER 2022
 •  United Way funds another 14 Local Love 

projects in Sumas Prairie

  NOVEMBER 15, 2021 – STATE OF  
  EMERGENCY DECLARED 
  •  Evacuation order is given shortly  

after, and rescue efforts begin.  
Highways are washed out and  
people are airlifted to safety.  
15 thousand people are evacuated.

 NOVEMBER – DECEMBER 2021
 •  In the Fraser Valley: 

  •  United Way Community Builders gather 
volunteers and begin to fill sandbags,  
collect donations, and purchase and 
distribute essential items 

  •  Reception centre opens at Tradex and 
United Way sets up booths to provide 
further support and advocacy 

  •  United Way mobilizes partners and 
volunteers to meet once per week at 
the Unmet Needs Table 

  •  United Way funds nine Local Love  
projects in Sumas Prairie

 TODAY, UNITED WAY BC:
 •  Is working with government agencies, 

other non-profit organizations, and  
community members to formalize a  
coordinated urgent response effort 
across the non-profit sector 

 •  Continues to provide Local Love funds 
and grants in affected communities, 
with a focus on mental health and  
wellness and Hi Neighbour programs  
to rebuild social infrastructure 

 •  Is working with Community Champions 
building community resiliency 

 •  Is supporting community development 
and engagement

  IN PRINCETON, UNITED WAY BC: 
  •  Works closely with ESS Funded 

Community Navigator position  
with Princeton & District  
Community Services Society 

  •  Works with the Food Bank to  
distribute and redirect an excess  
of in-kind donations via Lytton,  
Merritt, and Abbotsford 

  •  Coordinates 30 different support  
agencies to come together to  
and advocate for needs  
December – January

 FEBRUARY – MARCH 2022
 •  United Way helps people navigate system 

with Canadian Red Cross Disaster Financial 
Assistance and connect to programs or 
apply for Local Love funds 

 •  United Way Local Love funds support 
farm cleanup days and community hub 
for hot coffee, food, and other essentials 

 •  United Way works with grassroots hubs  
to distribute hundreds of fridges donated 
by Trail Appliances

  OCTOBER 2022 – TODAY
  •  24 Local Love projects  

take place in Yarrow
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Looking Back

It has been one year since the BC government declared a state of 
emergency as atmospheric rivers led to historic flooding levels in 
communities in the Lower Mainland and the BC Interior.

In Princeton, water levels breached the Brown Bridge at 12ft and  
began to spill over into the town, overtaking the public works facility  
and road, leaving the community completely inaccessible. In Merritt, 
the entire town fled their homes while flood waters rendered the 
City’s Wastewater Treatment Plant inoperable, leaving houses at 
risk of sewage back-up and residents at personal health risk. In the 
Fraser Valley, catastrophic damage left farmers without farms, migrant 
workers without livelihoods, families without homes or personal 
belongings, and all who were displaced without food, shelter, or the 
psychosocial support needed to survive such a traumatic event.

15,000 people were forced to leave their communities with little to no 
access to essential services. Transport routes to these regions were 
limited and, in some cases, inoperable. Supply chains were disrupted, 
resulting in extreme shortages of food and gas. For thousands of 
people, the floods brought immeasurable devastation and when  
they receded, they revealed a very long road to recovery.

UNITED FOR BC FLOOD RESPONSE FUND

Photo credit: CTV News Vancouver

Photo credit: Cowichan Valley Citizen
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Looking Back

Photo credit: CTV News Vancouver

FLOOD WATCH

FLOOD WARNING

MERRITT

PRINCETON
HOPE

ABBOTSFORD

VANCOUVER

CHILLIWACK

British Columbia’s Flood Watch 
and Flood Warning areas in 2021.
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The United for BC Flood Response

As waters began to rise and communities were put on evacuation 
alerts, United Way team members were already on the ground 
and prepared to act. United Way BC’s local presence allowed us 
to mobilize quickly, with a province-wide ear to the ground and 
long-established community partnerships that resulted in access 
to resources, collaboration, and ultimately, the ability to meet 
needs that would otherwise go unnoticed and unmet. 

Overall, 54 grants were distributed to community agencies in 
affected areas, which covered a full range of essential support 
including basic needs and human resources. 26 Local Love Funds 
were distributed to individuals with ideas for helping people in 
need in their local communities. Across agency grants, Local Love 
Funds, and increased United Way staffing, support was provided 
to a range of individuals and families including refugees, single 
parents, immigrants, people living with disabilities, those 
suffering from substance abuse, migrant workers, and other 
vulnerable members of the community.

UNITED FOR BC FLOOD RESPONSE FUND

Photo credit: Province of British Columbia | Flickr

Photo credit: Cloverdale Reporter
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The United for BC Flood Response Rebuilding Princeton:  
A Community Comes Together

FINAL IMPACT REPORT— Fall 2022

Kaileigh Schofield, a Community Engagement Specialist at  
United Way and resident of Princeton, remembers the night she 
found out the river was rising and bridges in town would need to  
be shut down. Shortly after she learned of the looming threat of 
floods, the river breached at the public workshop and completely 
took out the public works facility, rendering it inaccessible. The 
water then breached the 12ft Brown Bridge, flooding Riverside 
Cabins. Before long, it breached a second bridge leading into 
town, blocking the only entry and exit point. The highway flooded, 
turning Princeton into an island.

Photo credit: Cloverdale Reporter Photo credit: Daily Hive News

Photo credit: United Way British Columbia
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A backlog of semi-trucks meant to be travelling to Merritt lined the 
highway, bumper to bumper. The local hockey team rallied and began  
sandbagging the fire hall. Logging companies worked tirelessly to 
rebuild the dike at Riverside Cabins. And Kaileigh found herself at  
the airport, awaiting the arrival of six to eight planes carrying food.

 “Schools were shut down in flooded areas, so I called some of the 
teachers to meet me at the airport to help. We unloaded plane after 
plane and took everything to the Food Bank,” describes Kaileigh.

Lives were upended and the loss was immeasurable. Temperatures 
dropped to -15 degrees at night and people were without shelter, 
food, or personal belongings.

In the initial stages of United Way’s urgent response, grants were 
provided to Princeton Family Services for essential items and the 
Vermillion Forks Metis Association for food support.

One year later, there are still people living in hotels. Some are couch-
surfing. And everyone looks out over the river the moment it begins 
to rain, wondering if they’ll experience another catastrophic event. 
The residual fear and heartache of living through something so 
traumatic can last for years.

The recovery of Princeton goes beyond providing shelter, food, and 
rebuilding its physical infrastructure; reforming vital connections in 
the community is crucial to harnessing the resilience of the people. 
Knowing how essential this work is to Princeton’s flood recovery 
outcome, United Way continues to distribute Local Love Funds and has 
hired a Community Builder to implement our Hi Neighbour program.

Many Local Love projects have taken place including a debris 
cleanup day, chili cook-off block parties, and a pumpkin fest.  
A Christmas light-up is in the works and a disc golf course is  
being set up right now.

UNITED FOR BC FLOOD RESPONSE FUND

Photo credit: Abbotsford News

Photo credit: REUTERS

The work that United Way has done in our community  
has been invaluable in facilitating the recovery effort. 
Without Kaileigh, Naomi and the team, Princeton  
would not be where we are today.

– Mayor Spencer Coyne



A Resilient Future for The Fraser Valley

Sometimes seemingly small details in the urgent phase of a 
response are easy to miss. By being on the ground and connected 
to community, frontline staff were able to navigate the intricacies 
of supporting a displaced community. Community Engagement 
Specialist, Alison Gutrath in the Fraser Valley was able to identify 
many of these details, unlocking solutions to unmet needs that 
would have otherwise gone unnoticed.  
 
A few examples are:

 •  Approximately two to three weeks after the evacuation, Alison 
learned that medication was being picked up from a pharmacy 
for a senior who was living on a cot at the reception centre. 
She immediately reached out to United Way’s Healthy Aging 
program to see if this person was connected to any of the 
Better at Home services funded by United Way. Alison was able 
to provide the appropriate resources and referrals so this senior 
could be properly supported and provided with housing. 

FINAL IMPACT REPORT— Fall 2022

Photo credit: Abbotsford News

Photo credit: REUTERS Photo Castlegar News

Photo credit: Maple Ridge News
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UNITED FOR BC FLOOD RESPONSE FUND

 •  Many of the migrant workers staying in group lodging at the 
reception centre were still working on the farms and would 
leave for the day by 6am. Breakfast was not being served until 
7am and these workers were going without food. United Way 
flagged the issue and was able to collaborate with the Salvation 
Army to ensure they would receive breakfast-to-go each day.

 •  In the early days of the crisis, books and board games were 
brought into the reception centre for people staying in group 
lodging and anyone coming in to receive services. It was 
discovered that all the materials provided were in English, 
which meant that many of the migrant workers who spoke 
another language were unable to take advantage of these 
much-needed ways to pass the time with entertainment and 
enjoyment. Alison reached out to the Fraser Valley Regional 
Library to source reading materials in Spanish and Punjabi.

Beyond the immediate impact of the floods in the Fraser Valley,  
affected communities were left to face a fractured social infrastructure 
with no formal system in place to repair it. As needs began to shift, 
United Way BC recognized the importance of long-term support 
that would address the emerging challenges in these communities.

Many families returned to houses that were barely a semblance of 
the places they called home. People struggled to navigate complex 
systems meant to provide financial support, housing, and food 
security. The farming community grieved the loss of their livelihoods 
while confronting the trauma that accompanies such a crisis.

Grants were distributed to agencies working to address these 
evolving issues. United Way partnered with AgSafe BC to develop a 
unique approach to supporting the mental health and well-being of 
farmers in the Fraser Valley.

Photo credit: REUTERS

Photo credit: CBC
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As a resilient and self-reliant community, farmers don’t traditionally 
access the social supports available to them. United Way and 
AgSafe understood that a tailored outreach solution was needed. 
United Way Community Builders and clinical counsellors from 
AgSafe BC attended community hubs and fireside gatherings 
where they could offer support in a casual atmosphere.

The informal setting allowed people to feel comfortable sharing 
their stories and struggles, and the presence of clinical counsellors 
from the farming community resulted in people signing up for one-
on-one counselling.

Local Love Funds were also distributed to individuals with ideas for 
addressing community challenges and supporting their neighbours. 
Still recovering from COVID-19’s disruption of school-life, some 
children were now without the safety of their homes. The Freedom 
Reins Spring Break Camp was a Local Love project developed to 
help children build connection and resilience.

13
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My friend Flicka –  
recovery and resilience in the Fraser Valley

For eight months, 12-year-old Mia* called a combination of  
her grandparents’ house and an RV her home. Her family lives in 
the Fraser Valley’s Sumas Prairie and were among the thousands 
of area residents devastated by last November’s flooding. The 
once-in-a-generation flooding during the COVID-19 pandemic 
had a tremendous impact on the mental health of local children 
and youth.

 “Our whole house was wrecked. We lost so much,” Mia says.
 “There has been very little consistency for kids during COVID.  
All those things like school and gatherings that are predictable in 
a young person’s life suddenly were not anymore,” says Sharalee 
Prang, a United Way British Columbia Community Re-builder.
 “The flooding added another layer to that, of not actually having  
the safety of your own home. It is very traumatizing,”

Thanks to a four-legged counsellor named Flicka at the Freedom 
Reins Equine Connections Spring Break Camp in Yarrow, and the 
United for the Fraser Valley: Community Re-builder Initiative, Mia 
is healing. She was able to attend the special camp, which offers 
equine therapy, thanks to support from a Local Love microgrant  
and the thoughtfulness of Sharalee.

Freedom Reins Spring Break Camp is one of 32 Local Love-funded 
projects that took place in the Fraser Valley between December 
2021 and May 2022. Freedom Reins and other Local Love-funded 
projects are made possible by a $500,000 investment from the 
Dennis and Phyllis Washington Foundation, SRY Rail Link, and  
the Washington Companies.

UNITED FOR BC FLOOD RESPONSE FUND

Photo credit: United Way British Columbia

Photo credit: United Way British Columbia
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LOCAL GIVING, LOCAL RESULTS

Horses help

 “Freedom Reins was fun,” Mia says. “I liked connecting with 
Flicka.” “Each child is different. For some they like to ride 
bareback, and we allow that if it is safe. For others they will lay 
on the horse and allow themselves to relax,” says Dora Isaak, 
owner of Freedom Reins, which provides activities with horses 
to promote physical, occupational, and emotional growth in 
children, youth, and adults in need.

 “The heartbeat of the horse is slower than a human heartbeat.  
Our heart beats in sympathy with the horse’s heartbeat and  
will slow down. It has a physical calming effect.”

Photo credit: United Way British ColumbiaPhoto credit: United Way British Columbia

Photo credit: United Way British Columbia

The gentle, calm nature of a horse helps relax a youth attending the Freedom Reins Spring Break Camp.   |    Photo credit: UWBC
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UNITED FOR BC FLOOD RESPONSE FUND

Resident-led impact

Bringing residents like Mia and Dora together to rebuild and 
recover from last year’s floods is what United for the Fraser Valley: 
Community Re-builder Initiative is all about. Residents with strong 
social networks and a deep knowledge of their community like 
Sharalee are hired as Community Re-builders. They quickly identify 
others in their community who need help and assess their evolving 
needs. From there, they connect residents with programs and 
services specific to a community.

Local Love microgrants support resident-led initiatives and projects 
promoting recovery and resilience. Whether it is providing hot 
meals for cleanup efforts, essential items so people can return  
to their homes and farms, or supporting outreach work like  
the Freedom Reins Spring Break Camp for youth, United Way 
British Columbia is there.

 “We are working to provide a safe space for all kinds of people to 
engage and to connect to each other,” Sharalee says.

Yarrow resident Dora and Ronny, a new member of the Freedom Reins team.   |    Photo credit: UWBC 

Photo credit: United Way British Columbia
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FINAL IMPACT REPORT— Fall 2022

Resident-led impact Strengthening vital connections

Thanks to United Way’s Urgent Response Initiative, Flicka, Mia, 
Dora, and Sharalee are now connected; helping to build a web  
of care for a brighter future for the Fraser Valley.

 “Mia was unbelievably quiet until the last day of camp,” Dora says.
 “By the end of the day I saw a huge smile and a glow from her.  
It was amazing.”

 “Mia rides horses once a week by our house but the therapeutic 
part of the camp was great for her,” says Joanne*, Mia’s Mom.
 “We have had a lot of tough days. This was something positive 
during that time.”

 *Names changed for privacy

Connecting brings healing and recovery.   |    Photo credit: UWBC 

Photo credit: United Way British Columbia Photo credit: United Way British Columbia
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One year after the catastrophic flood event, affected communities are 
still undergoing the repair of their physical infrastructure. 5% of homes  
in Merritt remain uninhabitable. In Sumas Prairie, some properties still 
have water on their fields and people are without the financing needed 
to reconstruct their homes. There’s a housing crisis in Princeton and  
75% of the town’s drinking water is still under a do not consume order.

While these regions are reassembled, the social and emotional 
foundation beneath them must also be rebuilt. Establishing resiliency 
and recovery will take time and requires the collaboration of all 
government and community agencies, social supports, and community 
champions.

Next Steps

Developing our Urgent Response Program

United Way BC’s local immersion and provincial collaboration uniquely 
positions our organization to take a leadership role in ensuring a 
coordinated urgent response by the non-profit sector addresses gaps 
in both the immediate and long-term needs of a community in crisis.

In the emergency response stage of the floods, United Way recognized 
a need for streamlined communication and established a weekly Unmet  
Needs Table for local non-profits in Abbotsford and Chilliwack,  
United Way BC, City of Abbotsford, Emergency Management BC, 
Canadian Red Cross, volunteers of roadside hubs, and the Ministry of 
Agriculture. This roundtable continues to meet on an ongoing basis  
as set by United Way.
  

Mental Health Support

Multiple tragedies and emergencies over the past few years have led 
to high levels of compounded trauma and mental health problems. 
We will be helping those affected to access the support they need 
both now and throughout future triggers and help to normalize the 
access of these resources.
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The Road Ahead

Photo credit: Abbotsford News

Photo credit: United Way British Columbia

Photo credit: i-Stock Photo
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The Road Ahead

Photo credit: United Way British Columbia

Photo credit: Abbotsford News

Photo credit: United Way British Columbia

Photo credit: i-Stock Photo

Photo credit: United Way British Columbia

Hi Neighbour Programs

Hi Neighbour is an existing UWBC initiative that connects and 
strengthens communities through localized support over multiple 
years. We work with local people to continue empowering their 
passion and dedication to making communities a better place for 
everyone to call home. This resident-led, grassroots community 
development model is highly effective in areas impacted by crisis. 
When communities support each other, they are more resilient  
and have better long-term recovery outcomes. 

To help rebuild social infrastructure and connectedness, and ensure 
communities are better positioned for future emergencies, we  
have helped launch 85 community-led initiatives supported by the  
Hi Neighbour program in flood-affected areas, with 68 new initiatives 
in Chilliwack and Abbotsford, and 17 new initiatives across Merritt, 
Princeton, Lytton and Lytton First Nation. We have recruited five 
Community Builders, who work in flood-affected areas to identify 
community champions, and to support the work and those who 
may be isolated or disconnected from support.
  

Food Security

Another important long-term issue exacerbated by the floods is BC’s 
food systems and agriculture. Reducing the reliance on transported 
foods is paramount to the Fraser Valley’s recovery and ability to 
future-proof the community should transport links be cut again.  
This year, we launched two United Way Regional Food Hubs in the 
Fraser Valley, expanded our programs and partnerships in affected 
areas, and directed additional funds for infrastructure improvements, 
(such as new or additional refrigerators in communities).
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