Understaffed and overstressed: How
inadequate staffing levels and
compensation of government
professionals is hurting BC

From professional oversight to emergency response,
professionals employed in the public service are critical to the
work of the BC government.
The Professional Employees Association (PEA’s) 1267 government licensed
professionals (GLP) work across 11 Ministries as engineers, geoscientists,
psychologists, pharmacists, agrologists, foresters, and veterinarians. Their work
encompasses a variety of projects – from providing government with the
knowledgeable oversight of forestry, mining, and fossil fuel projects to ensure they are
safe, environmentally sound, and in the best interest of British Columbians, to planning
decades ahead to ensure BC’s infrastructure, forests, and farms are resilient to the
impacts of climate change. Many of these same professionals are also called upon to
respond to a variety of severe weather emergencies, such as flood and forest fires.
Unfortunately, understaffing, a lack of competitive compensation when compared to
other provinces and the private sector, and issues specific to compensation for
emergency response are hampering the ability of the BC government to be effective and
timely when it comes to these key roles and projects.
In speaking to PEA members about their own experiences over the last year, we’ve
gained some important insights which can help guide the province as it works to plan
for a future with more frequent and severe climate change-driven emergencies.

Inadequate professional capacity in the BC government
In the early 2000s, the BC government sought to aggressively reduce the amount of
regulation within government. They set a goal of a one third reduction of regulation, and
alongside that, drastically reduced the number of professionals within the public
service. In the resource sector, BC government professionals were reduced by
approximately 25%. Across the BC public service, the number of scientific professionals
dropped significantly – from 1500 in 2001, to just over 1200 in 2020, despite the
province’s growth over the same period from 4 million to 5.15 million residents. This
corresponds to a change from 1 BC government professional for every 2,700 BC
residents in 2000 to 1 for every 4,100 in 2020.
In 2018, the recent change in government as well as the erosion of public trust in
government oversight in the wake of the Mount Polley disaster prompted the
government to undertake a review of professional reliance. The review found it was
“very clear that staffing levels due to past cuts make it very difficult for some ministries,
or some business areas in ministries to meet basic levels of oversight.”
That review has prompted some action from government, including the passage of the
Professional Governance Act (PGA), and an increase in the number of government
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professionals from the lowest point in the early 2000s. However, the current number of
scientific professionals within the BC government is still inadequate.
A 2020 survey of scientific professionals across ten ministries showed that 48% feel
they lack the capacity to carry out their Ministry’s mandate within their own role, and
38% feel there has been a reduction in research capacity since 2017. This lack of
sufficient professional capacity within the public service means BC is often relying on
information from external professionals without adequate independent assessment and
oversight. It has also led to burnout among public service members, which is likely a
contributing factor in issues with retaining these professionals within the public service.
Late last year, a report from the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives (CCPA)
highlighted understaffing at the BC River Forecast Centre in the wake of last year’s
floods. The report pointed out that government was warned that staffing levels were
inadequate at the River Forecast Centre in 2010, when it had 5.5 full time staff,
compared to 24 in Alberta and 16 in the US Pacific Northwest at comparable facilities.
CCPA’s report revealed that staffing level has not increased to date.
With more British Columbians to serve, more resource projects to oversee, and an
increased focus on both climate change mitigation and adherence to the principles of
the United Nations Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), there is
an urgent need for more professionals in the BC public service.

Issues with Professional Reliance within the BC government
In his 2018 report on professional reliance within the BC government, Mark Haddock
identified a number of issues which continue to impact professionals within the various
Ministries, including PEA members. These are:
•

Delegated Responsibility. The current model relies excessively on external
professionals, with government having insufficient professional capacity to
review and independently assess the information and interpretations provided by
external professionals. The need for more government professionals to exercise
adequate oversight is captured in the Chief Inspector of Mines’ quote included in
the Haddock Report: “The Regulator must maintain sufficient technical capacity
to conduct appropriate oversight of the professional opinions on which it relies.”

•

Delegated Decision-Making. The Haddock Report identifies a direct relationship
between the diminished role of Statutory Decision Makers, and the ability or
desire to question external professional opinion, stating this was most prevalent
in forestry “but can occur wherever resource managers see their primary duty as
advocating or facilitating for a particular industry [as opposed to regulating it].”

•

Consistent Results-Based Regulatory Model. A results-based regulatory model
that includes monitoring or check-ins and milestone timelines for review
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throughout the process has the benefit to minimize the need for regulatory
enforcement. An example of such a model is the Regional Operations Branch of
Environment, which has an evaluate-set-check model that sets environmental
guidance water quality guidelines for authorizations in consideration and support
of the Contaminated Sites Regulation standards. Further, the contaminated sites
professional reliance model includes an established random and targeted
performance assessment process, to evaluate the quality and adherence to
regulatory requirements of the reviews conducted by Approved Professionals in
the Society of Contaminated Sites Approved Professionals of BC (CSAP) for nonhigh-risk sites. While some areas of government are currently operating
according to this type of model, many program areas are not, and this can lead to
placing too high of a burden on regulatory compliance and enforcement.
•

Self-Regulation. The BC Government has responded to the recommendations
related to self-regulation provided in the Haddock Report with the enactment of
the PGA and establishment of the Office of Professional Governance (OSPG).
One of the key aspects of the PGA is the requirement that firms and
organizations employing professionals should be regulated by the relevant
professional licensing bodies. There is however still lack of clarity on how the
Natural Resource Ministries will be regulated as firms under the PGA.

•

Compliance and Enforcement. Compliance and Enforcement (C&E) activities can
only occur when monitoring is in place, as noted in the Haddock Report:
“monitoring has long been identified as an essential pillar of professional
reliance regimes.” Monitoring must also be complemented by the review of the
monitoring reports generated through various authorizations and orders. There is
currently not enough professional staff to conduct compliance and enforcement
activities, carry out monitoring programs and review monitoring reports. As a
result, some C&E groups in the Natural Resource Ministries are often unable to
deliver their basic mandate.

The inability to properly and proactively oversee resource projects jeopardizes the
success of these projects and hampers the government’s ability to meet its own
mandates on climate change and resource stewardship.
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Recruitment and retention
As illustrated in the membership change chart, issues with staffing levels within BC
Ministries are exacerbated by ongoing challenges in recruiting and retaining qualified
professionals in the BC public service. Key drivers of these challenges include:
•

Compensation – When compared with public service jobs at the municipal and
federal level, as well as many other provinces and private sector jobs in BC, BC
public service professionals are compensated less. This is frequently cited by
PEA members as a reason for their departure from the BC public service.

•

Burnout – PEA members report high rates of concern with their ability to meet
the mandate of their ministries. This leads to stress and burnout. This burnout is
further exacerbated by the conditions faced by members involved in emergency
response, as discussed below.

•

Position vacancies – Without compensation structures like career laddering in
place to allow for career development and progression, PEA members are forced
to leave the public service to further their career growth.

Public service professionals during an emergency
Floods, wildfires, and heat waves aren’t new to British Columbians – but the level of
severity experienced across the province this past year was both unique and
devastating. Communities already hard hit by the pandemic and the opioid crisis faced
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one severe weather emergency after another. The heat dome, which brought recordbreaking temperatures to BC and caused nearly 600 deaths, created the conditions for
the worst fire season in recent memory – driving thousands from their homes,
destroying houses and businesses, and claiming the lives of loved ones. Communities
like Lytton will never be the same.
Only a few weeks later, British Columbians experienced yet another weather emergency,
with flooding prompting numerous evacuations, and damage to homes and businesses
in communities across BC, including Abbotsford and Merritt. There was also the closure
of the highways and rail lines that connect the City of Vancouver with the rest of the
country, and a massive disruption to the supply chain heading into the holiday season.
It makes sense, then, that many British Columbians are asking questions. Why did this
happen? Will it happen again? And, can we be more prepared in the future?
PEA members have been asking the same.
They are engineers, helping to quickly assess bridges, highways, and other
infrastructure damaged by fires and floods while providing professional oversight for
the performance of repairs. They’re geoscientists, who carry out flood forecasting and
assess the risk of slope stability events that are exacerbated by fires, floods, and
directly impact infrastructure and communities. They’re agrologists, helping farming
communities during evacuations and to come back from the impacts of severe weather
and other disasters. They’re foresters, who, with the help of firefighters and others,
anticipate and respond to wildfires as they happen.
Premier John Horgan has said that many British Columbians will remember 2021 as
“the year climate change arrived on our doorsteps.” It’s clear that the impacts of climate
change are driving an increase in severe weather emergencies that we should expect to
impact us again next year, and for many years to come.
Beginning in 2004, a provision was added to the PEA’s collective agreement (Appendix
H, Leave for Meritorious service) intended to allow for compensation of PEA members
who step up during emergencies. However, this provision is only in place when
emergencies like floods, wildfires, earthquakes happen and the province, through the
deputy minister responsible to the provincial emergency program activates Appendix H.
The activation is often delayed by weeks or months after PEA member have contributed
long hours not knowing if they will be paid for any of the work they’ve performed. Even
after activation, PEA members are only compensated with straight time, though they
may work long, irregular hours, work through rest days and holidays, or work away from
their homes and families.
In comparison, British Columbia General Employees’ Union (BCGEU) members
who perform similar roles during emergencies are compensated at time-and-a-half or
double time for all work outside of regular hours.
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This inequity isn’t just unfair, it discourages participation of PEA members both when
deciding whether to pursue additional training, and when emergency situations arise.
This has led to the current situation in BC – an increasing number of extreme
weather emergencies and a shortage of professionals within BC who can step in to help
has led to staff burnout, increased reliance on out-of-province personnel and more
expensive private contractors, and inhibited the effectiveness of BC’s fire and
flood response. It also means inadequate staffing levels when members do step
forward to help but may have to drop an important project with no other team members
to carry it forward.

A BC First Approach
In their 2018 report on BC’s flood and wildfire review, George Abbott and Chief Maureen
Chapman highlighted the need for a BC first model for employment during emergencies
in their recommendations to government. They recognized that training locals and
tapping into local and traditional knowledge and Indigenous ways of knowing would
allow for the best and quickest response when BC communities are hit with an
emergency.
This same principle applies in the case of BC government professionals. By ensuring
that staffing levels are sufficiently high within the BC government, providing training to
members of the public service, and supporting those members to be engaged in BC’s
emergency response, we can improve our responsiveness, benefit from on-the-ground
knowledge, and better integrate the provincial and local response.
Recommendations
1) Increase the number of scientific professionals through improved hiring
practices, succession planning, and competitive wages.
•

Conduct a staffing analysis of GLP members to determine:
i. where increasing technical and support staff will result in improved
delivery of government mandates
ii. which positions are frequently/protractedly unfilled and identify
barriers to filling those positions
iii. where additional professional positions need to be added to
increase capacity.

•

Invest in professional development and career-laddering to support the
development of expertise, recruitment, retention, mentoring, and
succession planning
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2) Create explicit scientific integrity and transparency policies such as those
instituted at the federal level to help ensure the BC government has adequate
knowledge and oversight of natural resource management. And follow through
on the recommendations from the Haddock Report.
•

Implement effective policies for improved oversight of external
contractors

•

Review oversight workload based on number and complexity of projects
within ministries

3) Implement changes to Appendix H to allow professionals to engage in
meritorious service more easily.
1. Compensate PEA members for overtime hours in the same fashion as
BCGEU members;
2. Apply the above level of compensation during any emergency
preparation level;
3. Allow for the timely submission of time diaries for PEA members,
resulting in timely payment for services rendered; and
4. Add a new clause that mandates inclusion of PEA members during
emergency responses to ensure B.C. professionals are brought in before
outside consultants.

Member stories
The following profiles give background on the day-to-day work of GLP members as the
technical experts for the province. They are the experts who keep our province running
and keep British Columbians safe.
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PEA members and the 2021 Wildfires
The 2021 B.C. fire season saw 1,600 fires burning across 8,700 square kilometres of
our beautiful province. It was the third worse wildfire season on record, for area
impacted. The town of Lytton burned to the ground. Cattle, pets, and wildlife vanished in
the flames. People lost their homes, their possessions, their livelihoods. Since 2004
PEA members have been answering the call to help out with disaster response efforts
during provincial emergencies. This despite being compensated less than their BCGEU
colleagues doing the same work.
As the fires raged, the province, as it always does during states of emergency, called
upon civil servants to leave their regular jobs and accept two-week deployments to work
with the various incident management teams being set up to respond to the crisis.
Based in Prince George, Dwayne Anderson was one of several PEA members recruited
in 2021. A Timber Pricing Officer who is responsible for the Coastal Mountain District as
well as three other districts, Anderson is a notable recruit because he worked with BC
Wildfire Services from 1993 to 2016. Most PEA members, like other public servants who
volunteer to help in provincial states of emergencies, would be assigned roles such as
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logistics, communications, or liaisons officers. But because of his expertise, Anderson
was taxed with a high-ranking operational role: incident commander.
Fellow PEA member Clayton Bradley, a Range Practices Specialist in West Kelowna,
also agreed to leave his regular position and young family to lend his expertise during
last summer’s provincial state of emergency. Bradley was recruited specifically because
of his experience as a range agrologist who knows the interior region and landscape
and has strong relationships with stakeholders. Working directly with the incident
commander in the area, Bradley spent his deployment serving as a conduit to the
partners on the ground—First Nations, ministries, local government, utility companies,
organizations with business interests on the land, and individuals.
PEA members leave their homes and jobs year after year for weeks and sometimes
months in service to the province. They witness first-hand the destruction caused by
wildfires, floods, and other disasters requiring aid. With shaky voices, they recount the
impact of homes and businesses destroyed, like in Lytton or Monte Lake. They share
stories of doing everything possible to save animals—pets and livestock—and mourning
losses with their owners. They remember individuals they’ve met, remember holding the
hands of weeping strangers. And, they grieve for the environment, the flora and fauna
ravaged by climate change.
In describing the physical and emotional wounds he carries from the Monte Lake fire,
Bradley says, “It makes me emotional to think about it. Just trying to deal with it . . . I
had a week off before I came back to my regular job, and I felt useless for a week.” He
adds, “It takes its toll. You don’t realize it until it’s over.”
Part of TEAMS
The majority of PEA members who respond to the call for help during emergencies do
so through the province’s Temporary Emergency Assignment Management System
(TEAMS), which connects public servants with emergency response teams in times of
need.
Rosalie MacAulay, a Registered Professional Forester who works as a Business
Relations Officer for BC Timber Sales for the Coast, has been a member of TEAMS
since 2004, the first year PEA members were eligible. In 2021, she spent more than two
months away from home, helping BC Wildfire Services in 100 Mile House, Lillouet,
Salmon Arm, and Oliver.
“I’ve continued to be part of TEAMS because I want to help people and work with the
communities,” MacAuley explains. In 2021, she served as an Information Officer,
providing communities, stakeholders, and media with updates on the emergency as well
as listening to the concerns and fears of the community.
Typically, TEAMS members work 14 days on and get three days off. The shifts are long
and arduous; it’s not unusual for a day’s work on a TEAMS deployment to last 16 hours.
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Members live in army camp-like conditions, often sleeping in tents set up near the
disaster area. Living in a state of constant high alert, most of these workers experience
above-average levels of stress and strain for the duration of their deployment.
The inequality of Appendix H
Being a member of TEAMS is a sacrifice. It’s hard work; it’s emotionally and physically
taxing; and it’s high stress. And for PEA members, volunteering for TEAMS has an
additional strain: inequality rooted in Appendix H.
TEAMS members who are part of BCGEU are compensated significantly differently than
PEA members doing the same work, side by side. The inequality adds a moral burden to
the conscience of every PEA member wanting to help British Columbians in times of
need.
History of TEAMS and PEA
The roots of the inequality date back to 2004, when members of the PEA’s Government
Licenced Professionals were first recruited for emergency response work. The previous
year, following a devasting fire season in Kelowna, the province vowed to recruit more
public servants in times of emergency. PEA members responded positively to the call,
and Appendix H, “Professional Employee Recognition for Leave for Meritorious Service
in Response to Emergencies” became part of the collective agreement.
From the start, Appendix H had issues. PEA members tried to address the inequalities in
bargaining over the years but were unsuccessful. Now, the PEA is addressing the
problems with Appendix H outside of bargaining.
At issue is compensation and fairness.
First, PEA members are compensated one hour for one hour when a Provincial State of
Emergency (level 4) is declared by the province. In contrast, BCGEU members are
compensated at time and one-half for the first two hours of overtime on a workday, then
double-time, as well as double-time for hours on a non-work day.
If the state of emergency is a level one, two, or three, PEA members are paid their
regular wages and work for free after their daily hours are completed and on weekends
and statutory holidays. On the other hand, BCGEU members are compensated the same
as if it were a level 4 emergency—at time and one-half for the first two hours of overtime
on a workday, then double-time, as well as double-time for hours on a non-work day.
Second, even if Appendix H is triggered by the Government, PEA members on TEAMS
are instructed to submit their time diaries in December, which, in the case of the
summer forest fire season, is several months after they have done the work. Their pay
takes an additional few months to process, meaning they might not be paid until May,
nearly nine months after they completed the work. Meanwhile, BCGEU members submit
their time diaries each pay period and receive their pay on the next pay period. BCGEU
members are paid immediately for their work; PEA members wait more than half a year.
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Deeper than money
While compensation is a key problem for Appendix H, the issue runs deeper. PEA
members who want to join TEAMS and contribute to helping people are discouraged
from participating. Anderson, for example, is a former BCGEU member who was part of
Wildfire Service for years. Since joining the PEA in 2016, he has continued to do
emergency deployments with TEAMS. He says it was an unwelcome surprise to learn
about the reduced pay and sacrifice of personal time this would involve, but he’s chosen
to stay involved out of a sense of duty.
“If there's a provincial emergency, I'm not going to say no,” he says. “To withhold my
experience would be detrimental to firefighters and the public.”
For other PEA members—engineers, agrologists, foresters, geoscientists, health
professionals and others—the decision may not be so easy.
Says Rosalie MacAulay, “There are a lot of talented people who would like to participate,
but because of the current situation with compensation, they don’t. It’s not worth it to
give up family life and not receive proper [overtime] for it.”
Recruiting outside the province
In recent years, the province has been challenged to recruit enough skilled British
Columbians to help out during emergencies. Instead, it has turned to other provinces
and in some cases other countries, such as Australia, to supplement its supply of
emergency labour, efforts that come with a high price tag.
In contrast, PEA members have professional expertise that could much more easily, and
more affordably, be deployed to protect British Columbians during emergencies. Our
members have deep knowledge of the landscape and the communities involved and an
abundance of the skills and professionalism required for an effective emergency
response. Above all, they possess a strong desire to help and be of service to others.
Unfortunately, as things currently stand, the province is discouraging the involvement of
our members because of an unfair and outdated compensation policy.
Speaking up for PEA
Momentum is building to get changes made to Appendix H. In April 2021, Nadia
Skokun, a land and resource specialist with the Ministry of Forestry, Lands, Natural
Resource Operations and Rural Development, sent a briefing note about the pay
inequities out to several MLAs, raising the profile of the issue. A PEA member since
2006, Skokun joined TEAMS in 2008 to assist on forest fires. Since then, she has
continued to accept deployments in planning and logistics, and in 2021 went on two
TEAMS deployments, both for fire emergencies. By this time, word about her briefing
note had spread.
“People recognized my name, and they showed a lot of support,” Skokun says. “BC
Wildfire Services people showed they were aware of the imbalance between PEA and
BCGEU members,” she adds.
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The 2021 fire season was long and arduous. “People were getting burned out,” Skokun
remembers. “I feel that if [Appendix H] gets fixed to make it fair compensation between
both unions, BC Wildfire Services will have additional staff. PEA members will sign up.”
Skokun says that, for her own part, she will continue to sign up for TEAMS because she
cares. “I am providing valuable support where it’s needed,” she says. “I do it because I
love it.”
Improving TEAMS and Appendix H
The advocacy work taking place to amend Appendix H has four objectives:
1. To compensate PEA members for overtime hours in the same fashion as BCGEU
members;
2. To apply the above level of compensation during any emergency preparation level—1,
2, 3 or 4;
3. To allow for the timely submission of time diaries for PEA members, resulting in
timely payment for services rendered; and
4. To add a new clause that mandates inclusion of PEA members during emergency
responses to ensure B.C. professionals are brought in before outside consultants.
Achieving these objectives would benefit the province as a whole. These changes will
lead more PEA members to volunteer for TEAMS, leading to less burnout, faster
response times, and less money spent to train outsiders, as PEA’s professional staff
bring expertise and professionalism to help the province in times of emergency.
Skokun’s briefing note has initiated a province-wide conversation among stakeholders
that is needed to make changes to Appendix H. PEA members can join the discussion
by connecting with the PEA about the strategy and then engaging with their MLAs and
other relevant parties on this important issue.
For the love of community
Each of the four PEA members interviewed for this article revealed, through stories and
memories, their passion for the task of supporting their fellow citizens in times of need.
It’s what buoyed them through long weeks of strenuous work away from home,
terrifying environmental conditions, and emotional and physical traumas. It’s what has
motivated each of them to decide that, despite the unequal compensation, they will
continue to accept emergency deployments when called upon.
As Anderson says, “When you're done a deployment, you feel like you've accomplished
something. You’ve been part of something that is very important. Morally, it's why I help
out.”
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PEA members and the 2021 Flood Season
The weekend before BC’s catastrophic floods in November, PEA members across the
province were on high alert as they followed news reports about weather and rainfall
projections. Modelling predicted nearly a month’s worth of rain would pummel southern
Vancouver Island, the South Coast, parts of the Interior and the Kootenay Region, in just
a few days.
In Penticton, Mike Noseworthy sounded the alarm with colleagues at the regional
district, signaling that flooding was likely imminent. A senior dam safety engineer and
flood specialist with the Ministry of Forests, Lands, Natural Resource Operations and
Rural Development (FLNRO), Noseworthy worked through the weekend to identify areas
to be put on evacuation alert and prepared to assess the damage by helicopter first
thing Monday morning.
Meanwhile in Smithers, a thousand kilometres from the disaster’s focal point in the
southern Interior, Steve Page watched the news with his family. The projected rainfall
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signalled potential bridge failures and landslides to the engineer, who also works with
FLNRO.
“My teenagers said, ‘Dad, you gotta go help them. They need someone like you,’” Page
recalls. “My kids could see from the news that there were bridges and roads being
washed out, and they recognized that that’s the type of work I do.”
When a provincial emergency like a severe flood or forest fire takes place, PEA
members who are government licensed professionals (GLPs)—foresters, engineers,
agrologists, geoscientists, and others—play crucial roles in the disaster response.
Engineers lead restoration efforts—reconstructing bridges, securing damaged
structures, reinforcing the landscape. Foresters assess the impacts on and aid in the
protection of the forest industry, including timber businesses and communities.
Agrologists mobilize to protect farmers, farmland and animals. They provide assistance
to producers to help relocate livestock, ensuring the animals have food and shelter, and
help deal with the remains of those that perish in the disaster. The November floods led
to the death of 630,000 chickens, 2,000 pigs and 450 cows.
When PEA members respond to an emergency, they frequently work overtime for days
at a time, abandoning their weekends and flex days in service to the province and the
people affected. Angela Boss, an agrologist and licensed science officer with the
Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Fisheries, recorded 117 hours of overtime in just seven
weeks after the 2021 floods.
As Page says, “There are no weekends in an emergency.”
When the province needs professional emergency services, PEA members accept the
call. And they do so without any guarantee of overtime compensation.

“There are no weekends in an emergency”
– Steve Page, Engineer
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OSS and Appendix H leave for meritorious service
Since 1978, the GLP members’ overtime hours have been governed by Article 15 of the
collective agreement, which grants a blanket 7 per cent of basic salary per year to
regular full-time members for their overtime, shift work and standby work. The OSS
provision, as it’s known, is an in-lieu payment for all overtime, regardless of hours
worked. Members are not required to track their hours, and all receive the same 7 per
cent compensation, which they may take as vacation time or as a cash payout, to be
paid on February 28 of the following calendar year.
The OSS provision was intended as an efficient way to compensate employees for the
occasional overtime work required in professional settings, such as staying late to
finish a report or attending a meeting outside of work hours.
In the case of a provincial emergency, however, the compensation structure changes,
and the PEA’s Appendix H leave guidelines for “meritorious service in response to
emergencies” come into effect. Under Appendix H, members receive one hour’s pay for
every hour worked above and beyond their normal hours of work during a regular week,
and one hour for every hour worked on a day of rest.
These rates are an improvement, but a problem arises in that Appendix H is often not
activated right away. Frequently, the province waits weeks or months to declare an
emergency. If a PEA member responds to a call for assistance but no provincial
emergency is declared, they receive no additional compensation. They may work 14hour days, over weekends and flex days, but they will receive no extra pay except what
is offered under the OSS provision.
In the case of the November 2021 floods, the province took nearly a month to declare it
a provincial emergency, meaning PEA members were working around the clock in
extremely stressful situations to protect the people, animals, and landscape of British
Columbia, with no recognition for their overtime hours.
In emergency situations such as these, OSS is inadequate. It fails to recognize the
dozens of additional hours the province needs PEA members to work to respond to the
emergency. By comparison, BCGEU colleagues who perform similar emergency roles to
PEA members receive time and a half or double-time for extra hours logged above their
normal hours of work. What is more, while BCGEU members track their overtime and
receive payment in the next pay period, PEA members must wait until December to
submit their hours, which won’t be paid out until the next calendar year. Overtime hours
worked during the summer fire season, for example, may not be paid until the following
spring. The inequity of this disparity between PEA and BCGEU workers is felt on both
sides.
“Our BCGEU counterparts are often the ones who are the most supportive of us. They
feel guilty. They feel bad we don’t get compensation. Some are hesitant to put in their
overtime,” says Marie Wood, an asset management engineer with the Ministry of
Transportation and Infrastructure in Prince George.
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Wood is a member of the province’s Temporary Emergency Assignment Management
System (TEAMS), which calls on public servants to leave their regular positions in times
of emergency to assist with the response. During the 2021 forest fire season, Wood
worked on TEAMS during the day and completed her regular position’s responsibilities
in the evenings, essentially working two jobs, all summer long.
“When I was called in to TEAMS, they told me straight up, ‘We don’t call PEA people
unless it’s the last resort. Even though you’re some of the most effective workers, it’s
not fair because you don’t get paid,’” Wood recalls. “When half the team is treated
differently than the other half, it creates a divide that doesn’t need to be there.”
Emergency burnout
For 18 years, Angela Boss worked in international agricultural development in more
than 20 countries. Through her work, Boss supported people suffering from hunger and
malnutrition due to drought, war, earthquakes, natural disasters and human-made
disasters. Accustomed to high-stress, life-and-death situations, she’s the kind of person
you want to have around when facing an emergency. Boss joined the PEA in 2019 as a
licensed science officer and agrologist with the Ministry of Agriculture, Food and
Fisheries. She is based in Courtenay, on Vancouver Island. After the first major flood
event in November, Boss’s supervisor called her early on to ask if she could join him in
Surrey for an indefinite amount of time.
“He saw they needed more help from someone experienced as it was swiftly moving to
an all hands on deck event,” she remembers. “There were new staff who had never
worked in an emergency before. They needed experienced agrologists to rely on.”
Boss agreed to help out, but notes that the decision was voluntary—she didn’t have to
go. She stepped forward even though there was uncertainty around the amount of hours
she would work, and without knowing whether she would be compensated for her
overtime. She thought, “So many of our colleagues are burnt out from wildfire season,
this is the time to step forward. As a team we did our best, even though we were
uncertain how our time would unfold.”
Engineer Steve Page saw the same burnout when he arrived at the emergency site, to a
job involving the replacement of a 49-metre-long bridge that had collapsed in the flood.
The bridge provides essential access to the Nicomen First Nation in the Fraser Canyon.
While a replacement bridge project would typically take 18 months, Page says the new
Nicomen River Bridge, built as a temporary solution, was erected in just three weeks.
When he left his home in Smithers to travel a thousand kilometres to the bridge area,
Appendix H had not yet been activated, and he didn’t know if it would be.
“But when I got there, I could see the people [from the area] were exhausted from the
forest fire season. They really didn’t have the strength to take on another major event;
they really needed me to come in refreshed,” Page says.
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“Seeing their burnout motivated me more to take on more responsibility,” he
continues. “I’m looking in the eyes of PEA members, and I’m seeing them worn out,
tired from the forest fires. . . . Then this flood event comes, and they don’t have a lot of
strength. I come in fresh and say, let me do that for you, let me do that for you. I can
handle this.”
Page, Boss and Wood share a similar message: the province needs more people who
are trained and ready to help in an emergency.
“It would be beneficial to emergency management to have more professionals to tap
into,” Wood says. “Those are times you want your professionals . . . to pick up the phone
and say, yeah, I’ll be right there.”
Striving for change
In November 2021, PEA Executive Director Scott McCannell submitted a letter to Tara
Richards, deputy minister of Emergency Management BC, asking whether Appendix H
would be activated for the floods. The letter also requested that the government
consider re-evaluating the compensation structure of Appendix H, which is “unfair
relative to the overtime compensation for BCGEU members,” McCannell wrote. “Such
compensation discourages professionals from responding to calls for participation on
TEAMS and makes it challenging for the province to respond during emergency
situations.”
Three weeks later, Richards responded to say that Appendix H had been activated for
the November floods and landslides and that PEA members were being notified. The
response, cc’d to deputy ministers responsible for GLP portfolios, made no mention of
the request for a compensation review. Richards, did, however, note that the efforts of
PEA members were “extraordinary” and “deeply appreciated.”
In past rounds of bargaining, the government has been unwilling to change Appendix H
compensation without the PEA also agreeing to changes to the basic OSS provision
received by regular full-time GLPs. But emergency work is not the same as OSS
overtime, and it should not be treated as such.
Furthermore, Appendix H fails to recognize the extent to which the number and severity
of provincial emergencies have increased in the last decade due to climate change. The
province is quick to call on PEA members more often and for longer periods of time, but
has so far been unwilling to consider a pay structure that ensures their contributions are
fully and fairly compensated.
The GLP collective agreement expired on March 31, 2022. As the parties’ head to the
bargaining table this year, the bargaining committee and PEA executive will be seeking
improvements to Appendix H’s compensation as a top priority.
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For British Columbia
Every PEA member who raises their hand to respond to an emergency does so out of
professional duty and for the good of the province and the public. In conditions where
there is no guarantee of compensation, the motivation becomes one of basic altruism:
to do what is possible for people in need.
“The typical emergency response situation is not going to be dealt with in a seven-hour
day. An emergency situation doesn’t respect the clock,” Wood says. “We want to be
here, we want to do this, but please help us do it fairly.”
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Helping prevent wildfires through targeted cattle grazing

New technology helps range agrologists control high-risk areas
The risk of wildfires in BC’s wildlands and urban areas continues to be a concern. The
catastrophic fires we have seen in recent years can have significant negative social,
economic and environmental impacts. Thankfully, many of the PEA’s government
licensed professionals are working throughout the province to prevent and mitigate the
impact of wildfires.
The Rocky Mountain Resource District Range Program, led by Range Officer and PEA
President Shawna LaRade, P.Ag, is part of a trial project aimed at mitigating wildfire
hazards through the use of targeted livestock grazing strategies. Targeted grazing
involves the use of cattle to help keep easily ignitable grasslands in check. The program
is one of several fuel mitigation projects surrounding the city of Cranbrook.
As part of the project, PEA agrologists are working with local ranchers, the BC
Cattlemen’s Association, Thompson Rivers University and other partners to test the
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viability of “virtual fence technology” for managing cattle. The project involves the use
of solar-powered, geo-referenced collars on cattle to track and manage their location
and regulate their movements using audible signals. The goal is to reduce the fire
hazard by keeping the catting grazing within targeted areas where they can consume
the grass and flowering plants that act as fine fuel.
Virtual fencing systems could play an important role in helping to meet grazing
management goals, says LaRade, project lead for the Ministry of Forests, Lands, Natural
Resource Operations and Rural Development (FLNRORD).
“Targeted cattle grazing isn’t the only solution to wildfire risk,” she notes. “But it can be
useful to complement the work of our foresters in wildfire-risk-reduction planning.”
The project marks the first time in Canada that GPS collars and virtual fencing
technology will be used together. According to the BC Ministry of Agriculture, similar
programs in southern Europe and parts of the United States have been successful.
LaRade is working with fellow range agrologists and PEA members, Todd Larsen and
Hanna McIntyre, to implement the program and report back on the its success.
The work is typical of the projects LaRade’s team undertakes to manage crown lands.
As range agrologists, they work closely with a variety of agriculture producers,
Indigenous communities, industries and stakeholders to manage the vast landscapes in
the Rocky Mountain Trench, at the headwaters of the Columbia River.
“Many people think our work is just about managing livestock foraging,” says McIntyre.
“But at a higher level we are managing grasslands, ecosystem health and the quality of
wildlife habitat through science-based monitoring and professional recommendations.”
“The range program requires a consistent biophysical health assessment to understand
how our ecosystem functions,” adds Larsen. “We’re continually identifying potential
mitigation strategies.”
For example, McIntyre and Larsen are developing strategies to protect and restore
sensitive areas such as the riparian zones around bodies of water, which can receive
significant use by grazing cattle and wild ungulates. They conduct range-forage
assessments to determine levels of available forage and safe-use allocations for
livestock. And they work to understand disturbance regimes and how they impact the
health and ecology of diverse ecosystems.
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King of the Bees

Provincial apiarist protects pollinators from threats like the Asian giant
hornet
When a Nanaimo beekeeper spotted large wasp-like creatures pestering his honeybee
colonies in August 2019, Paul van Westendorp arrived on scene to investigate.
Van Westendorp, BC’s provincial apiarist, worked with scientists in Japan to quickly
identify the assailants as the Asian giant hornet. As the largest hornet species on the
planet, it’s an insect that doesn’t belong in this part of the world.
With the intruding species identified—and dubbed “murder hornet” by the media—van
Westendorp began working at his office and research centre in Abbotsford, part of the
Ministry of Agriculture’s Animal and Plant Health Branch. He needed to track the
hornets, find their nest and prevent them from producing “mated offspring that could
set the stage for subsequent nests in 2020,” he says.
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Climactically, van Westendorp explains, the Asian giant hornet (Vespa mandarinia),
could survive on the West Coast. Its survival would depend on other challenges, such as
prey, fauna and competitors. But, he adds, “we believe this particular species could
manage to establish itself in BC.”
The Asian giant hornet poses a risk to humans, too, which led the media to bestow upon
it its murderous sobriquet. It demonstrates aggressive behaviour when defending its
nests, which are most often built on the ground, leading to a few dozen deaths in Japan
every year. But, as van Westendorp points out in the hornet’s defense, being stung by
other insects of the Hymenoptera order—bees, wasps, hornets and ants—can also
cause death in certain circumstances.
Species in that order of Hymenoptera—the honeybees and other pollinators van
Westendorp has devoted his career to protecting—are severely threatened by the Asian
giant hornet. According to the Washington State Department of Agriculture, a small
group of Asian giant hornets can kill a honeybee hive in a few hours. If the invasive
hornet were to establish itself in BC, honeybee and pollinator colonies would be at
serious risk. The detrimental impacts on agriculture and food production would be
equally severe.
As soon as the Nanaimo hornets were identified as the Asian giant hornet, van
Westendorp worked with the beekeeping community to map sightings and zero in on
their focal point. Within 24 hours, they located the nest in a downtown park and
eradicated it, along with approximately 200 hornets and their queen.
“This is a success story that is quite extraordinary,” van Westendorp says. “I cannot
place enough credit and appreciation onto the Nanaimo beekeepers. It was not only the
first confirmed sighting of the Asian giant hornet in North America, but was also, at the
time, the only confirmed eradication of a nest in North America.”
Since August 2019, other Asian giant hornets have been spotted in the region—one in
the Fraser Valley, several in Washington state and two possible sightings in the
Cowichan Valley.
Prior to these sightings, van Westendorp had been considering retiring after more than
40 years in the field. But, when presented with the unexpected discovery of the Asian
giant hornet in Nanaimo, he says, “this was something I could not walk away from.”
Nectar for the soul
Van Westendorp recalls the day 60 years ago when bees and beekeeping entered his
purview. It was on a third-grade school trip in his native Holland.
“It was a beautiful, hot summer day,” says van Westendorp. “The teacher brought us to
a local beekeeper who had a couple of beehives. He opened up these colonies, and I
still remember seeing these hundreds if not thousands of bees walking around in the
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sunshine. The scent of the wax and the honey captivated me. I still remember it as if it
happened yesterday.”
Within a few years, van Westendorp started keeping bees of his own. He immigrated to
Canada to attend the University of British Columbia, where he earned a bachelor of
science degree with a focus in agricultural sciences, and specifically entomology,
allowing him to study bees and other insects and their relationship to humans, nature
and other organisms.
Frequently, the work of entomologists becomes focused on how to “control and destroy
pests and diseases in crops,” explains van Westendorp. “I have always preferred the
positive side of things, by promoting the cultivation and support of honeybees and other
pollinators.”
[quote:Paul van Westendorp:2]I have always preferred the positive side of things, by
promoting the cultivation and support of honeybees and other pollinators.[/quote]
After graduating from UBC, van Westendorp took a position as an apiculture research
technician at Beaverlodge, the Agriculture Canada research station near the Peace River
in Alberta.
“There are legendary honey crops in the Peace River,” van Westendorp says. “You’re
talking one of the best honey producing areas in the world, with harvests of 350 pounds
of honey per colony per season. There are not many areas in the world where that can
be produced.”
He recalls one particularly strong colony of honeybees that produced 427 pounds of
honey in a single season. “We had to measure every pound. It was hard work, but very
rewarding. These were honeybees that were part of a large-scale breeding program to
select stock that performed well.”
Tropical bees—journey to Uganda
After two and a half years at Beaver Lake, van Westendorp accepted a position in
Kampala, Uganda, in the mid-1980s, only a few years after the overthrow of the
country’s genocidal despot, Idi Amin.
Van Westendorp led an apiculture development program to educate beekeepers on how
to improve management techniques for their hives. The program was run by CARE, a
humanitarian agency that sponsors international development projects.
He, in turn, learned about beekeeping in the tropics. The honeybees that operate in
tropical environments belong to the same species—Apis mellifera—as those in North
America, he explains. “But the sub-species we dealt with in Africa, Apis mellifera
scutellate, is totally different in its behaviour and mannerism.”
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He notes that the “killer bees” that made their way to the United States in the 1990s are
descendants of these East African bees. Like the Asian giant hornet, they were given
their moniker because of their highly defensive behaviour.
Save the bees
After Uganda, van Westendorp became the provincial apiarist of Alberta in 1987. Two
years later, he was offered the provincial apiarist position in British Columbia, and he’s
been in the role ever since. Likewise, he’s been in the PEA since 1990 and has served as
a shop steward for much of his career.
As provincial apiarist, van Westendorp oversees statistics and the provincial beekeeper
registry, which includes approximately 3,000 beekeepers, most of whom are hobby
beekeepers concentrated in the Fraser Valley and southern Vancouver Island.
He runs the laboratory that conducts research and diagnostics related to honeybees
and pollinators and manages the province’s expansive education program for
beekeepers.
In the last decade, van Westendorp has observed an increase in beekeepers and in the
level of public support for honeybees and pollinators. This is thanks in part to media
coverage about the impact of declining bee populations on agriculture and to “save the
bee” campaigns.
When he entered the industry, bees and pollinators were taken for granted, van
Westendorp says. “At the time, they were thought to be guaranteed to be here at all
times. Now we have learned there’s no guarantee at all.”
Honeybees are essential to agriculture; they are the most important pollinator of food
crops.
Put another way, van Westendorp says, “honeybees particularly, and pollinators in
general, are the spark plugs of flowering plants and agriculture. If we don’t have the
spark plugs, nothing will grow.”
He gives the example of blueberries in the Fraser Valley. “Blueberries are worth multiple
millions of dollars a year. But we cannot produce these crops if bees are not around.
Blueberries, raspberries, apples, pears, cherries. All these flowering crops are dependent
on bees.”
He adds, “The importance of bees is not a luxury. Deep down we know that without
bees we are in trouble.”
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