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Report Highlights

An effective provincial 
hazard assessment 

system is a key 
building block for a 
mature emergency 

management system p.2

The Government of 
Alberta incurred an 
estimated $2.3 billion 
of $9 billion of total 
disaster expenses 
in Alberta from  
2010-2016 p.6

! The Government of 
Alberta should know 
the total disaster  
risk it faces now 
& in future 
WHY?

• Disasters are 
becoming more 
frequent & severe

• The government 
is bearing more 
uninsurable 
disaster costs

• The government must 
respond to disasters 
that local authorities 
cannot handle

 p.10

• Implement a system to develop & maintain a provincial 
hazard assessment

• Improve monitoring & reporting of recommendations 
from post-incident disaster reviews

We found:
• AEMA drafted a preliminary 

provincial hazard assessment 
in collaboration with various 
ministries in 2014 & 2015 

• The provincial hazard 
assessment was not 
completed & was stalled  
from 2016 to 2019

• In September 2019, AEMA 
restarted the provincial  
hazard assessment by 
drafting a framework & 
implementation plan

• Since 2011, post-incident 
disaster reviews have included 
several recommendations to 
AEMA regarding the hazard 
assessment system; AEMA 
has not implemented fully 
the hazard assessment 
recommendations & it has 
weaknesses in its systems 
for monitoring the status of 
outstanding recommendations

p.9

What needs to be done

p.10

p.10

We completed this audit 
work prior to the COVID-19 
pandemic, & therefore this 
audit does not evaluate the 
Government of Alberta’s 
pandemic planning or 
response. p.2

 
• where & when to invest
• where to do more 

emergency planning
• other emergency 

management decisions  
that it may need to make

By better understanding 
total provincial disaster 
risk, the Government 
of Alberta can make 
informed province-wide 
decisions on:
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Emergency management is a complex 
challenge for the provincial government, 
which is becoming even more complicated 
and expensive as disasters increase in 
frequency and intensity. The Government of 
Alberta is also bearing more of the financial 
risk of uninsurable disaster costs. 

For the government to effectively reduce risk, plan for, 
and respond to, calamities like flooding, wildfires and 
pandemics, it must understand the extent of Alberta’s 
cumulative disaster risk now and in the future. It must 
also understand and plan for the cascading and multiple 
effects a disaster can deliver. An effective provincial 
hazard assessment system is a key building block for a 
mature emergency management system. 

Given the nature of disasters, there will always be 
uncertainties such as the type, severity, and location.  
A provincial hazard assessment system does not 
guarantee results, such as reducing the impact of 
disasters. However, it can help the government make 
better-informed province-wide decisions on funding, 
policies, and other planning and mitigation strategies. A 
province-wide hazard assessment is also critical because 
disasters often do not stay within defined government 
jurisdictions or geographical boundaries.

A hazard assessment 
analyzes potential threats 
and evaluates the risks to 
people, property, services, 
and the environment

The Alberta Emergency Management Agency (AEMA), 
within Alberta Municipal Affairs, is responsible for 
developing, implementing, managing, and maintaining 
the Alberta emergency management system. Under 
the Alberta Emergency Plan, AEMA has responsibility 
for coordinating the development of a provincial hazard 
assessment. 

In September 2019, AEMA restarted the provincial hazard 
assessment, which it originally began in 2014, by drafting 
a framework and implementation plan. While AEMA has 
done some work related to assessing provincial hazards 
as part of its emergency management responsibilities, 
our audit found it does not have an effective system to 
coordinate a provincial hazard assessment. 

As a result, the government may not have the 
information necessary to identify and fund its highest 
priorities, and may overlook areas where additional 
emergency planning or policy-related decisions are 
required, and it may find itself responding to disasters 
that could have been avoided or mitigated.

NOTE:
We completed this audit work prior to the COVID-19 
pandemic, and therefore this audit does not evaluate the 
Government of Alberta’s pandemic planning or response. 
However, the COVID-19 pandemic underscores the growing 
complexity of emergency management and the cascading 
effects that a disaster can have on society.

Summary
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Emergency management 
in Alberta
Emergency management includes managing all hazards, 
including all activities and risk management measures 
related to prevention and mitigation, preparedness, 
response, and recovery. 

1 A local authority includes:

• in a municipality which has a council within the meaning of the Municipal Government Act, that council

• in the case of an improvement district, the Minister responsible for the Municipal Government Act

• in the case of a special area, the Minister responsible for the Special Areas Act

• the settlement council of a settlement under the Métis Settlement Act

• the park superintendent of a national park or the superintendent’s delegate where an agreement is entered into with the Government of 
Canada under section 9(b) of the Emergency Management Act in which it is agreed that the park superintendent is a local authority for the 
purposes of the Emergency Management Act

• the band council of an Indian band where an agreement is entered into with the Government of Canada under section 9(b) of the 
Emergency Management Act in which it is agreed that the band council is a local authority for the purposes of the Emergency Management 
Act

2 Emergency management partners – anyone who has a role in Alberta’s emergency management system (i.e. local authorities, Government of 
Alberta ministries, industry, Government of Canada, non-government organizations, citizens).

In Alberta, like many other jurisdictions, the emergency 
management system operates on a decentralized or 
graduated approach. 

Local authorities, including municipalities, Métis and 
First Nation settlements, have the primary responsibility 
to plan for and control the community’s emergency 
response. If an emergency is too big for a local authority1 
to handle or if additional resources are required, the 
response will escalate to an appropriate next level, such 
as the Government of Alberta. In turn, the Government 
of Alberta may call upon the Government of Canada for 
additional resources if required. 

The graduated approach means that emergency 
management is complex – it involves many systems 
and is a shared responsibility amongst many emergency 
management partners.2

The Alberta Emergency Management Agency (AEMA), 
within Alberta Municipal Affairs, is at the centre of 
Alberta’s emergency management and public safety 
system, coordinating multiple partners and stakeholders. 
Its mission is to provide strategic leadership to the 
Government of Alberta in the fields of emergency 
management and business continuity, and to collaborate 
with partners and stakeholders to build a safer, more 
disaster-resilient Alberta.

Background

Emergency management cycle
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The importance of 
a provincial hazard 
assessment
A foundation to a mature emergency management 
system is a hazard—or disaster risk—assessment. The 
hazard assessment is a “qualitative or quantitative 
approach to determine the nature and extent of disaster 
risk by analysing potential hazards and evaluating 
existing conditions of exposure and vulnerability 
that together could harm people, property, services, 
livelihoods and the environment on which they depend.”3 
A hazard assessment has several essential elements, 
including: 

• risk identification—identify potential hazards

• risk analysis—assess the nature of the risk, 
characteristics and level of risk 

• risk evaluation—compare risk analysis with 
criteria to determine if the risk level is acceptable or 
tolerable

• risk treatment—recommend and select options to 
manage the risk 

According to Public Safety Canada:
“Access to accurate risk information, through an open and 
inclusive dialogue, is critical to informed decision-making. 
Information-sharing is essential to keep the population safe 
and enhance resilience. Robust, scientific risk assessments 
that incorporate the impacts of climate change and that 
take into consideration data on hazards, vulnerabilities, 
exposures, cultural differences, impacts and resilience 
factors, are crucial.” 4

An effective provincial hazard assessment will produce 
a set of priorities that the Government of Alberta can 
use to determine if additional emergency management 
strategies are required.

3 https://www.unisdr.org/files/52828 nationaldisasterriskassessmentpart1.pdf.
4 https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/rsrcs/pblctns/mrgncy-mngmnt-strtgy/mrgncy-mngmnt-strtgy-en.pdf.

Integration of a provincial 
hazard assessment with the 
emergency management cycle

https://www.unisdr.org/files/52828_nationaldisasterriskassessmentpart1.pdf
https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/rsrcs/pblctns/mrgncy-mngmnt-strtgy/mrgncy-mngmnt-strtgy-en.pdf
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The role of AEMA in the provincial hazard assessment5

5 Page 11 includes further information on the types of emergency plans in Alberta.

Ideally, AEMA is like an orchestra conductor—it brings 
partners together into a cohesive and integrated 
system. All work together to produce a provincial hazard 
assessment. For an integrated system to be effective, it 
needs to be supported by policies, including legislation, 
processes, and collaborative relationships amongst all 
emergency management partners. 
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In Alberta, the emergency management system is 
shifting from a reactive model, focused on disaster 
response and recovery, to a proactive model that allows 
the government to better identify, plan for, and mitigate 
disaster risks and costs. Various studies have reported a 
positive cost-benefit analysis for disaster risk reduction 
investments. For example, a US study estimates that 
federal grants save $6 for every $1 spent on up-front 
mitigation for natural hazards.6

The Government of Alberta invests millions in grant 
programs that support emergency preparedness and 
mitigation, such as the FireSmart Community Grant 
Program. The Government of Alberta also invests in capital 
projects that support mitigation activities such as the 
Springbank Off-Stream Reservoir. In times of spending 
restraint, the need for a provincial hazard assessment, to 
support province-wide preparedness and mitigation funding 
and policy decisions, is even more critical. 

Disasters are increasing 
in frequency and severity 
According to Public Safety Canada: 
“Disaster losses are likely to increase into the foreseeable 
future as a result of drivers of change, including: climate 
change; critical infrastructure interdependence; and shifting 
demographics in Canada. The impacts of climate change are 
already being felt across Canada increasing the frequency and 
intensity of hazards such as floods, wildfires, drought, extreme 
heat, tropical storms, melting permafrost, coastal erosion, 
and, in Northern Canada, damage to seasonal ice roads. These 
hazards pose significant risks to communities, individual health 
and well-being, the economy, and the natural environment.”7

Disaster costs in Alberta 
are increasing
Alberta has experienced several major disasters in the past 
decade, including the 2011 Slave Lake wildfire, the 2013 
Southern Alberta flood, and the 2016 Wood Buffalo wildfire. 

6 https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.nibs.org/resource/resmgr/mmc/NIBS MSv2-2018 Interim-Repor.pdf.
7 Emergency Management Strategy for Canada, 2019 - https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/rsrcs/pblctns/mrgncy-mngmnt-strtgy/mrgncy-

mngmnt-strtgy-en.pdf.
8 Canadian Disaster Database - https://cdd.publicsafety.gc.ca. In some cases, historical disasters have crossed geographical borders and the 

costs are not separated by province.
9 Ibid.
10 https://www.moodys.com/research/Moodys-downgrades-Albertas-ratings-to-Aa2-changes-outlook-to-stable--PR 413430.
11 As estimated by Statistics Canada on July 1st in the calendar year of the disaster.
12 Based on DFAA formula for January 1, 2019 to December 31, 2019.

The Government of Canada estimates disaster costs to 
insurance providers, federal and provincial governments, 
and other entities in Alberta from 2003 to 2009 were 
$329 million.8 From 2010 to 2016, disaster costs in  
Alberta increased by over 2,500 per cent to approximately 
$9 billion.9

The Government of Alberta, through Alberta Municipal 
Affairs, has incurred an estimated $2.3 billion of the 
$9 billion in disaster expenses from 2010-2016. The 
Government of Canada will reimburse Alberta for about 
$1.4 billion of the $2.3 billion in disaster expenses. 

In Budget 2020, the Government of Alberta included 
$2.8 billion for potential disaster and emergency aid for 
the next three years. 

External agencies are also assessing the risk of disasters 
in Alberta and the potential impact. In December 2019, 
Moody’s Investor Services considered Alberta’s 
environmental risk to be high, stating, “Alberta is also 
susceptible to natural disasters including wildfires and 
floods which could lead to significant mitigation costs by 
the province.”10

Alberta’s portion of disaster 
costs is increasing 
The Government of Alberta, through Alberta Municipal 
Affairs, provides disaster financial assistance for 
uninsurable losses to the private and public sectors, 
including local authorities, when it considers a disaster 
extraordinary and the disaster causes widespread 
property damage. 

Disaster costs may be eligible for cost-sharing with 
the Government of Canada, through the Disaster 
Financial Assistance Arrangements (DFAA). The federal 
government reimburses the Government of Alberta for 
eligible disaster costs using a per capita cost-formula.11 

In 2015, the Government of Canada changed its  
cost-sharing formula for the DFAA, increasing the 
Government of Alberta's share of disaster costs. Since 
2015, disaster costs must exceed $3.19 per capita12 
(about $14 million for 2019) before the Government of 
Alberta can apply for reimbursement from the Government 
of Canada. As a result, the Government of Alberta bears 
all the financial risk for disasters under $14 million. 

https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.nibs.org/resource/resmgr/mmc/NIBS_MSv2-2018_Interim-Repor.pdf
https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/rsrcs/pblctns/mrgncy-mngmnt-strtgy/mrgncy-mngmnt-strtgy-en.pdf
https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/rsrcs/pblctns/mrgncy-mngmnt-strtgy/mrgncy-mngmnt-strtgy-en.pdf
https://cdd.publicsafety.gc.ca
https://cdd.publicsafety.gc.ca
https://www.moodys.com/research/Moodys-downgrades-Albertas-ratings-to-Aa2-changes-outlook-to-stable--PR_413430
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DFAA cost-sharing formula13

Eligible 
provincial 
expense 
threshold 
(per capita)

Government 
of Canada 
percentage  
share

Government 
of Alberta 
percentage  
share

First $3.19 0% 100%

Next $6.39 50% 50%

Next $6.39 75% 25%

Remainder 90% 10% 

The Government of Alberta’s share of disaster costs 
varies depending on the cost of the disaster. Below are 
examples to illustrate the increase in the Government of 
Alberta’s share of disaster costs: 

13 Based on DFAA formula for January 1, 2019 to December 31, 2019.
14 Except for the Municipal Wildfire Assistance Program, which the municipal costs for actioning the wildfire or series of wildfires within the 

provincial fiscal year (April 1 to March 31) must exceed the $25 per-capita threshold.
15  https://gar.undrr.org/sites/default/files/gar19distilled.pdf.

Alberta does not share 
disaster costs with local 
authorities or private sector
The Government of Alberta does not share disaster costs 
with local authorities14 or the private sector, and therefore 
faces more financial risk than several other provinces. 

Local authorities in Alberta are responsible for developing 
and implementing their emergency plans. However, 
provincial and federal disaster aid programs protect local 
authorities from inadequate planning and preparation. 
Local authorities may fund their own priorities over 
emergency management initiatives, however, that 
increases the Government of Alberta's exposure to 
uninsurable disaster costs.

For example, under Alberta Municipal Affairs’ Municipal 
Sustainability Initiative (MSI) program, municipalities 
decide which capital projects to fund based on local 
priorities, if the project meets the MSI program 
guidelines. A local authority may decide that a capital 
project, such as a new recreation and sports facility, is a 
higher priority than a flood mitigation project. However, 
the Government of Alberta and the federal government 
bear the financial risk of that decision because they—not 
the local authority—pay uninsurable disaster costs. 

Disaster complexity 
increased due to 
interconnections
With increased interconnections in society, the economy 
and the environment, disasters can have cascading 
dimensions and multiple effects. For example, a 
pandemic can effect public health, the economy or 
supply chains. 

According to the United Nations 2019 Global Assessment 
Report on Disaster Risk Reduction, “we are in a world in 
which global challenges are more and more integrated, and 
the responses are more and more fragmented, and if this is 
not reversed, it’s a recipe for disaster.”15

https://gar.undrr.org/sites/default/files/gar19distilled.pdf
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Objective and Scope
Our audit objective was to assess if AEMA has an 
effective system to coordinate a provincial hazard 
assessment that would identify provincial emergency 
management priorities for mitigation and preparedness 
activities. 

We focused our audit on AEMA’s systems to:

• develop a provincial-wide hazard assessment 

• review ministry and local authority hazard 
assessments

We assessed AEMA’s systems up to February 2019. Our 
audit examined only the provincial hazard assessment 
system. It did not examine whether the province is 
prepared to respond to, and recover from, disasters. The 
provincial hazard assessment system is an important 
foundational part of Alberta’s emergency management 
system. 

We completed our audit work prior to the COVID-19 
pandemic, and therefore did not evaluate the 
Government of Alberta’s pandemic planning or response 
as part of this audit.

Criteria 
To determine whether AEMA had an effective system to 
coordinate a provincial hazard assessment, we used the 
following criteria.

AEMA should:

• have defined roles and responsibilities for itself and 
its partners for the provincial hazard assessment 
system

16 Words Into Action Guidelines, National Disaster Risk Assessment, Governance System, Methodologies and Use of Results, 2017.
17 International Standard 31000: 2018-02 – Risk Management–Guidelines.
18 Canadian Standard Association Z1600-17 – Emergency and Continuity Management Program.
19 Alberta Regulation 248/2007, with amendments up to an including Alberta Regulation 202/2018. Current as of November 27, 2018.
20 Approved by the Minister of Municipal Affairs January 2016.

• have a plan to manage the provincial hazard 
assessment

• have a provincial hazard assessment methodology 
that includes risk identification, analysis, evaluation, 
and selection of treatment options 

• communicate the hazard assessment methodology 
to local authorities and ministries

• integrate ministry and local authority hazard 
assessments with the provincial hazard assessment

• communicate the results of the provincial hazard 
assessment to appropriate stakeholders to inform 
priorities for mitigation and preparedness activities

• evaluate the provincial hazard assessment system

AEMA should review hazard assessments of ministries 
and local authorities to ensure the following essential 
steps are taken:

• risks are identified, analyzed, and evaluated 

• treatment options are identified and integrated with 
mitigation measures or emergency plans

We established our criteria based on the Sendai 
Framework,16 ISO 31000,17 CSA Z1600,18 and AEMA’s 
responsibilities as defined in the Government Emergency 
Management Regulation19 and the Alberta Emergency 
Plan.20

Senior management of the Department of Municipal 
Affairs acknowledged the criteria were suitable on 
February 6, 2019.

About this Audit



9   Report of the Auditor General—September 2020

What We Examined
In assessing the provincial hazard assessment system, 
we examined:

• relevant legislation, the Alberta Emergency Plan, and 
terms of reference for relevant committees 

• the preliminary provincial hazard assessment, and 
the planning and methodology used to develop it 

• AEMA’s resiliency strategy documentation 

• relevant plans and hazard assessments that AEMA 
has for a sample of ministries and AEMA’s review of 
them

• a sample of local authority emergency plans and 
hazard assessments, and AEMA’s review of them 

• AEMA’s post-incident disaster reviews since 2011 
and the status of hazard assessment-related 
recommendations 

We conducted our fieldwork from February 2019 to  
April 2020. We completed our audit on June 29, 2020. 

Conclusion
We conclude that AEMA does not have an effective 
system to coordinate the provincial hazard assessment. 

We found that:

• AEMA has elements of a provincial hazard 
assessment system. For example, it has processes 
to review local authority emergency management 
plans and it meets with its emergency management 
partners annually to prepare for the upcoming 
hazard season. However, AEMA needs to make 
improvements for the provincial hazard assessment 
system to be effective.

• AEMA drafted a preliminary provincial hazard 
assessment in collaboration with various ministries 
in 2014 and 2015. However, the assessment faced 
various challenges, including a lack of available 
information and concerns raised by ministries. 
The provincial hazard assessment was not 
completed and was stalled from 2016 to 2019. In 
September 2019, AEMA restarted the provincial 
hazard assessment by drafting a framework and 
implementation plan.

• Since 2011, post-incident disaster reviews have 
included several recommendations to AEMA 
regarding the hazard assessment system. AEMA 
has not implemented fully the hazard assessment 
recommendations and it has weaknesses in its 
systems for monitoring the status of outstanding 
recommendations.
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Why This Conclusion  
Matters to Albertans
The Government of Alberta should know the total 
disaster risk it faces now, and in future, because:

• disasters are becoming more frequent and 
severe

• the government is bearing more uninsurable 
disaster costs

• the government must respond to disasters that 
local authorities cannot handle

By better understanding total provincial disaster 
risk, especially during times of spending restraint, 
the Government of Alberta can make informed 
province-wide decisions on where and when to 
invest, where to do more emergency planning, 
and other emergency management policy-related 
decisions that it may need to make. 

A provincial hazard assessment system would allow 
AEMA, its partners, and government to understand 
the total provincial disaster risk they face. Without 
that understanding, the government: 

• may make funding and policy decisions in 
silos—by ministry, by program, or by project—
not based on an understanding of total 
provincial risk

• may not invest in the highest priority mitigation 
and emergency preparedness programs and 
projects, based on potential risk. Or it may 
invest too much or not enough, depending on 
risk tolerance

• may not know if it can deal with disasters 
locally or provincially or if further mitigation and 
planning are required

Summary of 
Recommendations 

RECOMMENDATION:  
Implement a system to develop and maintain a 
provincial hazard assessment

We recommend that the Department of Municipal Affairs 
implement a system to develop and maintain a provincial 
hazard assessment.

RECOMMENDATION: 
Improve monitoring and reporting of recommendations 
from post-incident disaster reviews

We recommend that the Department of Municipal 
Affairs improve the monitoring and reporting of 
recommendations from post-incident disaster reviews.
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Emergency Plans in Alberta

Emergency Plan Purpose

Government 
of Alberta 
plans

Alberta Emergency Plan Describes Alberta’s emergency management system and 
how the Government of Alberta will connect and support 
emergency management partners using an all-hazards 
approach.21 

Hazard-Specific Plan Sets out actions for mitigation, preparedness, response, 
and recovery activities for a hazard. The Government of 
Alberta has 10 hazard-specific plans, such as a Blockade 
Response Plan and an Alberta Pandemic Influenza Plan.

Business Continuity Plan Guides a coordinated response to a significant business 
continuity disruption, with a focus on the continuity of 
essential services in the Government of Alberta.

Ministry
plans

Consequence Management Plan Describes the role of the ministry in an emergency or 
disaster in Alberta. It includes the ministry’s policies and 
protocols in an emergency response.

Business Continuity Plan Prioritizes ministry essential services, describes mitigation 
measures, and coordinates and implements service 
continuity strategies when a business disruption occurs.

Local 
authority 
plans

Emergency Plan Describes preparedness, response and recovery activities, 
including a hazard assessment.22 

21 All-hazards approach to emergency management—common processes and procedures can be used to respond to many circumstances. 
All-hazards does not mean preparing for all potential hazards. The all-hazards approach increases efficiency by recognizing and integrating 
common emergency management steps across all hazard types and then supplementing these common steps with hazard-specific plans to 
fill gaps.

22 Outlined in the Local Authority Emergency Management Regulation which came into force on January 1, 2020.
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Implement a system to 
develop and maintain 
a provincial hazard 
assessment

Context
Alberta’s emergency management system has several 
types of emergency plans for the Government of 
Alberta, ministries, and local authorities. The Minister 
of Municipal Affairs may review and approve provincial 
and local authority emergency plans or require their 
modification.

AEMA reviews each local authority’s emergency 
management plan,23 including its hazard assessment, 
every two years. AEMA must review ministry 
consequence management plans and ministry business 
continuity plans.24 AEMA must also coordinate the 
development, implementation, and maintenance of the 
government hazard-specific plans.25 Hazard-specific 
plans are assigned to a lead ministry for development 
and maintenance. All hazard-specific plans are submitted 
by the lead ministry to AEMA for retention. 

AEMA is also responsible to develop, implement, manage, 
and maintain the Alberta emergency management 
system as described in the Alberta Emergency Plan. The 
Alberta Emergency Plan outlines the need for a provincial 
hazard assessment. In other words, AEMA is responsible 
to lead and coordinate its partners in developing the 
provincial hazard assessment.

Hazard assessments are key building blocks for sound 
emergency management, including emergency plans.

23 Required by the Alberta Emergency Plan (approved by the Minister of Municipal Affairs January 2016).
24 Ibid.
25 Ibid.

AEMA is not the expert on all hazards facing the 
province. Rather, it relies on its partners such as 
provincial ministries, local authorities, and others for 
that information. It coordinates a system to collect, 
analyze and evaluate hazard assessment information at a 
provincial level and recommend risk treatment options. 

Criteria
Roles and responsibilities—AEMA should have defined 
roles and responsibilities for itself and its partners for the 
provincial hazard assessment system.

Preparing for and scoping the provincial hazard 
assessment—AEMA should have a plan to manage the 
provincial hazard assessment.

Conducting the provincial hazard assessment—
AEMA should:

• have a methodology that includes risk 
identification, analysis, evaluation, and selection 
of treatment options for the provincial hazard 
assessment

• communicate the provincial hazard assessment 
methodology to local authorities and ministries

Review of hazard assessments—AEMA should review 
hazard assessments of ministries and local authorities to 
ensure the following essential steps are taken:

• risks are identified, analyzed, and evaluated 

• treatment options are identified and integrated with 
mitigation measures or emergency plans

Integrating hazard assessments—AEMA should 
integrate ministry and local authority hazard 
assessments with the provincial hazard assessment.

Results of the provincial hazard assessment—
AEMA should communicate the results of the provincial 
hazard assessment to appropriate stakeholders to inform 
priorities for mitigation and preparedness activities.

Detailed Findings and 
Recommendations
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Our audit findings 

Key findings 

• AEMA drafted a preliminary provincial hazard 
assessment, in collaboration with various 
ministries, in 2014-2015. However, the provincial 
hazard assessment faced a variety of challenges 
and was not completed. The assessment was 
stalled from 2016 to 2019.

• AEMA has not defined clearly the roles and 
responsibilities for developing and maintaining the 
provincial hazard assessment, and it does not have 
an adequate plan to guide the assessment. The 
provincial hazard assessment methodology is also 
lacking critical elements.

Work Started on The 
Provincial Hazard 
Assessment in 2014
In July 2014, AEMA led a cross-ministry working 
committee to develop a provincial hazard assessment. 
The goal was to identify hazards posing the greatest 
threat to Alberta’s residents, environment, and economy. 
The hazard assessment would improve ministries’ ability 
to identify public safety risks and develop, prioritize, 
implement, and track the effectiveness of risk-reduction 
programs and strategies. 

The provincial hazard assessment would have two 
phases:

• Phase 1—hazard assessment report outlining the 
hazards that affect the province and their ranking 

• Phase 2—hazard assessment report and maps 
outlining hazards, and their ranking by local authority 

Provincial hazard assessment scope 
changed
Six months into the development of the provincial hazard 
assessment, the working committee found that it could 
not gather the data to compile the hazard assessment 
information at the local authority level, so it could not 
identify where risks were most prevalent. The working 
committee re-scoped the provincial hazard assessment 
into three phases:

• Phase 1—identify hazards that affect the province 
and their ranking 

• Phase 2—identify current risk reduction strategies, 
programs and policies for the identified hazards 

• Phase 3—use the hazard assessment methodology 
at the local authority level and collaborate with local 
authorities to overcome the issue of data availability 

Preliminary hazard assessment 
developed
In 2015, AEMA presented a report for phase 1, a 
preliminary provincial hazard assessment, to the 
Assistant Deputy Minister Public Safety Committee. The 
preliminary hazard assessment included a hazard brief 
for each of the 24 risks identified (a description of the 
hazard) and the level of risk.

After the working committee drafted the preliminary 
provincial hazard assessment, ministries started to 
question its objectives and outcomes, and the potential 
implications of risk ranking. One ministry had concerns 
with the provincial hazard assessment scope and felt the 
provincial hazard assessment methodology was flawed. 
This ministry also did not feel confident in the accuracy 
of the risk ranking results in the preliminary hazard 
assessment report.

ADM committee decided not to use 
risk rankings in preliminary hazard 
assessment
In 2016, the ADM committee agreed the risk assessment 
portion in the preliminary hazard assessment would not 
be used to rank risks until the impacts on ministries and 
sectors were fully considered. 

AEMA changed direction
In 2016, AEMA drafted a project charter aiming to deliver 
a provincial hazard assessment by the start of the 2017 
disaster season. The project never started because AEMA 
said it did not have the resources. 

At the completion of this audit, the preliminary provincial 
hazard assessment from 2015 remains in draft form. 
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Roles and Responsibilities 
AEMA should have defined roles and responsibilities 
for itself and its partners for the provincial hazard 
assessment system. 

We found hazard assessment roles and responsibilities 
are not well defined. Some emergency management 
roles and responsibilities for AEMA and its partners 
are defined in legislation and the Alberta Emergency 
Plan, but they are not specific to the provincial hazard 
assessment system. For example:

• AEMA—AEMA’s responsibilities in the Government 
Emergency Management Regulation do not match 
responsibilities in the Alberta Emergency Plan. 
The regulation states that AEMA shall develop, 
implement, manage, and maintain the Alberta 
emergency management system as described in 
the Alberta Emergency Plan. In contrast, AEMA’s 
role as described in the Alberta Emergency Plan is 
to establish and maintain the provincial emergency 
management system, coordinate emergency 
management activities for the Government 
of Alberta, and coordinate the development, 
implementation, and maintenance of the Alberta 
Emergency Plan.

In others words, the regulation includes and the 
plan excluded responsibilities for implementing and 
managing the emergency management system, 
creating role confusion within AEMA and among 
its partners. AEMA said it was hard to get hazard 
assessment information from ministries because 
they did not understand AEMA’s role or why it 
needed the information.

• Public safety committees—the Government 
of Alberta has several public safety committees, 
including the ADM committee and a Deputy Minister 
Public Safety Committee. Both committees provide 
strategic focus to public safety and emergency 
management: they coordinate priorities across the 
Government of Alberta, identify and prioritize issues 
of strategic concern, and make recommendations to 
Cabinet. The committees also provide direction and 
advice on governance and risk assessments. 

The committees’ role in developing the provincial 
hazard assessment is not clear. It is not clear if 
the committees are supposed to oversee the 
development of the provincial hazard assessment, 
if they are advisory committees or a mechanism for 
AEMA to inform ministries of status and progress of 
the provincial hazard assessment.

• Local authorities and ministries—a new 
regulation requires that each local authority have a 
hazard assessment by January 2020. However, there 
is no requirement for ministries to have a hazard 
assessment. 

Because AEMA did not define responsibilities for the 
provincial hazard assessment, it was not clear who was 
responsible to oversee development of the provincial 
hazard assessment, approve key deliverables such as the 
methodology or the project outline, or approve scope 
changes. 

Managing Provincial Hazard 
Assessment
AEMA should have a plan to manage the provincial 
hazard assessment.

While AEMA developed a project outline in late 2014, the 
outline was insufficient to guide the team developing the 
provincial hazard assessment. AEMA’s plan to achieve 
the outcomes was not clear. Critical planning elements 
were missing, such as a detailed scope, resources 
and expertise, hazard information and data needed, 
an assessment of available hazard information, and 
reporting and measures to assess if the provincial hazard 
assessment was on track. 

During the audit, AEMA said senior management at 
Alberta Municipal Affairs, the ADM committee, and the 
DM committee approved the project outline. We found 
no documented evidence of these approvals. 

Provincial Hazard 
Assessment Methodology
AEMA’s provincial hazard assessment methodology 
should include risk identification, analysis, evaluation, 
and selection of treatment options. The provincial hazard 
assessment methodology is critical given that it is a 
foundational part of Alberta’s emergency management 
system. 

The existing provincial methodology contains some good 
elements, including guidance for identifying hazards, 
risk criteria, and a formula for assessing and analyzing 
the risks. However, the methodology stops there and 
is oversimplified. It lacks a mechanism to evaluate 
hazards—a critical step that involves comparing the level 
of risk exposure to the acceptable level of tolerance. It 
also lacks a step to identify hazard treatment options, 
such as further mitigation measures or improved 
emergency management plans.
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The methodology produced a list of ranked hazards for 
the province. It identified that flooding was the provinces 
most significant hazard, but it did not help the province 
determine where flood risks might be highest, if the 
risks were within an acceptable tolerance, or if further 
mitigation or planning measures were needed to protect 
the province or a community. For example, the 2015 
preliminary hazard assessment could not tell AEMA, or 
its emergency management partners, which places were 
at the highest risk of flooding. The preliminary hazard 
assessment acknowledged this limitation.

The methodology also did not consider interrelated 
effects of hazards. For example, in addition to 
destruction of property, wildfire smoke can harm people. 
The preliminary hazard assessment also acknowledged 
this limitation.

Communicating the methodology 
AEMA should communicate the hazard assessment 
methodology to local authorities and ministries.

In 2014, when AEMA tried to develop a provincial hazard 
assessment, it communicated the methodology to the 
ministries that helped with the assessment. AEMA also 
communicated the methodology to local authorities. 

Review of Ministry and 
Local Authority Hazard 
Assessments 
AEMA should review hazard assessments of ministries 
and local authorities to ensure the assessments include 
the essential steps of risk identification, analysis and 
evaluation. AEMA should also ensure ministries and local 
authorities have identified risk treatment options and 
integrated these with mitigation measures or emergency 
plans.

Ministry hazard assessments 
AEMA has not required ministries to perform a hazard 
assessment for the hazards for which they were 
responsible. Nor has AEMA reviewed ministry hazard 
assessments or have access to the assessments.

26 Environment and Sustainable Resource Development – Flood Mitigation Systems, March 2015.

A sample of ministry emergency plans revealed that 
AEMA:

• reviewed ministry business continuity plans every 
two years. However, AEMA does not review ministry 
consequence management plans nor did it receive 
most of them.

Without an understanding of ministry hazard 
assessments, including their scope, AEMA does not know 
if all significant hazards in Alberta are being assessed. It 
also does not know if ministries have quality information 
on hazards at the local authority level that could be 
used in a provincial hazard assessment, or if it needs to 
obtain this information from local authorities. Evidence 
indicates that ministries may not have the necessary 
hazard assessment information needed to support a 
provincial hazard assessment. For example:

• In 2015, we reported on the Government of 
Alberta’s flood mitigation systems.26 We found 
that Alberta Environment and Parks needed to 
improve its systems to identify where the flood 
risk was, and who and what was at risk. Five years 
later, the ministry has still not implemented our 
recommendation to conduct risk assessments 
to support flood mitigation decisions. Flood risk 
information is critical for a provincial hazard 
assessment. 

• In 2019, AEMA requested hazard assessment 
information from 10 ministries. Only two ministries 
gave AEMA information on hazards. AEMA said 
that remaining ministries did not feel that they had 
anything substantive to share. 

AEMA also lacks a system to determine which  
hazard-specific plans are needed. Some of the  
hazard-specific plans that AEMA has are only in draft 
form. AEMA has not provided guidance to ministries 
on preparing hazard-specific plans. Nor does it have  
a formal process to review them.



Report of the Auditor General—September 2020   16

Local authority hazard assessments
AEMA reviews local authority emergency management 
plans, including their hazard assessments, every 
two years. However, AEMA does not ensure hazard 
assessments include the essential steps. 

In a sample of local authority hazard assessments, 
most do not include critical information necessary 
for the provincial assessment system. In a sample 
of local authority emergency plans, including hazard 
assessments:

• 23 per cent of local authorities do not have a hazard 
assessment 

• for those local authorities that have hazard 
assessments, only 24 per cent have hazard 
assessments with most of the essential steps 

• a hazard assessment tool provided by AEMA to local 
authorities lacks essential steps, such as identifying 
where risks are most prevalent and who is at risk, 
evaluating hazards, and identifying how to treat risks 

• AEMA’s reviews are not standardized, and the 
purpose of the review is not well defined. Different 
reviewers use different checklists, and in some 
cases, no checklist. Documentation showed that 
reviews confirmed that only certain parts of plans 
existed, such as hazard assessments. AEMA does 
not ensure that the hazard assessments contain 
the essential steps. Nor does AEMA ensure hazard 
assessments are integrated with local authority 
emergency plans.

• AEMA lacks a formal system to capture and report 
emerging hazards and increased vulnerabilities at 
the local level that may impact the province

In 2019, City Auditors for Calgary and Edmonton 
performed audits to determine if the cities had an 
effective process to prepare, review and communicate 
a disaster risk assessment (also known as a hazard 
identification and risk assessment). 

Edmonton’s City Auditor found that Edmonton did 
not have a formal process for preparing, reviewing, 
and communicating its hazard identification and 
risk assessment.27 On the other hand, Calgary’s City 
Auditor found that Calgary had an effective disaster 
risk assessment process that supported its emergency 
mitigation and preparedness activities through 
the preparation, review and communication of the 
assessment.28

27 https://www.edmonton.ca/city government/documents/18450 Emergency Management Governance and Risk Assessment Audit.pdf.
28  https://pub-calgary.escribemeetings.com/filestream.ashx?DocumentId=96561.

System to Integrate 
Ministry, Local Authority, 
and Provincial Hazard 
Assessments
AEMA should integrate ministry and local authority 
hazard assessments with the provincial hazard 
assessment.

It is not clear if or how AEMA intends to integrate 
ministry and local authority hazard assessments with a 
provincial hazard assessment. 

If ministries conduct their own hazard assessments, 
each ministry would use their own methodology. AEMA 
does not define the methodology it needs ministries to 
use in their ministry hazard assessments or the hazard 
information it needs from ministries, to support the 
provincial hazard assessment. 

For the 2014-2015 preliminary provincial assessment, 
ministries provided a hazard brief on the hazards for 
which they were responsible. The hazard brief included 
a general description of the hazard, and some also 
included the history of the hazard in Alberta and the 
vulnerability of the province to the hazard. However, the 
working committee responsible for drafting the provincial 
hazard assessment concluded that ministries did not 
have the required information to identify where risks 
were most prevalent in the province. 

Local authority hazard assessments were not integrated 
with the provincial hazard assessment in 2014. Although 
local authorities must have a hazard assessment 
by 2020, under the new Local Authority Emergency 
Management Regulation, it is not clear if AEMA intends 
to integrate local authority hazard assessments into 
a provincial hazard assessment. If it does, it has not 
identified how it would do this, as AEMA has not defined 
any hazard assessment requirements. 

Annually, AEMA invites some of its partners to share 
hazard forecasts and preparations for the upcoming 
hazard season, focused primarily on immediate hazards 
and risks. These sessions help AEMA and its partners 
prepare for the upcoming hazard season, but it is not a 
formal assessment of the provincial hazards. 

https://www.edmonton.ca/city_government/documents/18450_Emergency_Management_Governance_and_Risk_Assessment_Audit.pdf
https://pub-calgary.escribemeetings.com/filestream.ashx?DocumentId=96561


17   Report of the Auditor General—September 2020

Results of the Hazard 
Assessment 
AEMA should communicate the results of the provincial 
hazard assessment to appropriate stakeholders to inform 
priorities for mitigation and preparedness activities.

AEMA did not communicate the results of the provincial 
hazard assessment to stakeholders because the 
provincial hazard assessment was not completed. 

RECOMMENDATION:  
Implement a system to develop and maintain a 
provincial hazard assessment 

We recommend that the Department of Municipal Affairs 
implement a system to develop and maintain a provincial 
hazard assessment.

Consequences of not taking action 
Without an effective provincial hazard assessment 
system, the Government of Alberta may not be aware 
of its cumulative disaster risk exposure. It may not 
have the information necessary to identify its highest 
priority provincial hazards so that it can make informed, 
province-wide, evidence-based decisions. This could 
result in mitigation or preparedness efforts falling short. 
As a result, the Government of Alberta may not be 
investing in mitigation that meets provincial priorities. 
An ineffective provincial hazard assessment system 
could also result in the Government of Alberta incurring 
significant costs to respond to—and recover from—a 
disaster that it may have been able to mitigate or avoid. 

Incomplete or inadequate hazard assessments by 
ministries or local authorities may compromise the 
completeness and accuracy of the provincial hazard 
assessment system. 

29 Such as the 2011 Slave Lake wildfire, 2013 Southern Alberta flood, and 2016 Wood Buffalo wildfire.

Improve monitoring 
and reporting of 
recommendations from 
post-incident disaster 
reviews

Context 
After a significant disaster,29 AEMA hires a third party 
to complete a review. The purpose is to evaluate the 
incident and identify lessons that AEMA and its partners 
could learn to improve emergency management. AEMA 
publicly reports the results of the reviews, including 
recommendations. 

Since 2011, AEMA has received several recommendations 
from the post-incident disaster reviews related to the 
hazard assessment system for local authorities and the 
province. These recommendations include developing a 
plan to work with local authorities to assess risks in their 
communities, establishing minimum requirements for 
conducting community and regional risk assessments, 
strengthening hazard planning on a geographical basis, 
and understanding cumulative risk for the province. 

Criteria 
AEMA should evaluate the provincial hazard assessment 
system.

Our audit findings 

Key finding 

• Since 2011, post-incident reports by various 
reviewers have included several recommendations 
to AEMA regarding the hazard assessment system. 
While AEMA has taken steps to improve the hazard 
assessment system, AEMA has not implemented 
fully the hazard assessment recommendations. It 
also has weaknesses in its systems to monitor the 
status of outstanding recommendations.
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While AEMA has taken some steps to improve the hazard 
assessment system, it has not implemented fully the 
recommendations related to the hazard assessment 
system, a key building block of an effective emergency 
management system. Our review of its monitoring and 
reporting of the recommendations revealed the following 
weaknesses:

• It is not clear who must ensure that 
recommendations are implemented. The status  
of recommendations are reported to the ADM  
and DM committees periodically, but it is not clear  
if they are supposed to ensure implementation.  
Their terms of reference do not refer to the  
post-incident disaster review recommendations 
or their role. For example, the 2016 Wood Buffalo 
wildfire post-incident report recommended the 
province scale the hazard assessment model 
to understand cumulative risk. Progress on this 
recommendation stalled. We found no documented 
evidence that the committees followed up to 
assess what AEMA was doing to implement the 
recommendation.

• AEMA classifies each recommendation into one of 
five status categories—completed, underway, under 
review, under discussion, or evergreen. Evergreen 
means that the work will recur or be a standing 
function within an existing program. In other 
words, it is a system or process that will continually 
improve. Of the 66 recommendations arising from 
the disaster reviews, 37 have evergreen status, 
including all the recommendations related to hazard 
assessments. For the evergreen recommendations, it 
is not clear what outstanding actions are required to 
implement the recommendation. 

• For most recommendations, there is no estimated 
completion date, so it is not possible to tell if 
implementation is on track. 

• The post-incident disaster reviews are public, but 
there is only limited public reporting on the status 
of recommendations, actions taken, and actions 
outstanding.

RECOMMENDATION:  
Improve monitoring and reporting of recommendations 
from post-incident disaster reviews

We recommend that the Department of Municipal 
Affairs improve the monitoring and reporting of 
recommendations from post-incident disaster reviews.

Consequences of not taking action 
Lessons identified in post-incident disaster reviews may 
not be implemented, or may not be implemented in 
a timely manner, resulting in missed opportunities to 
improve Alberta’s emergency management system. 



19   Report of the Auditor General—September 2020

Audit Responsibilities 
and Quality Assurance 
Statement 
Management of Alberta Municipal Affairs is responsible 
for coordinating the provincial hazard assessment 
system.

Our responsibility is to 
express an independent 
conclusion on whether 
the Alberta Emergency 
Management Agency has 
an effective system to 
coordinate a provincial 
hazard assessment.

We conducted our audit in accordance with Canadian 
Standard on Assurance Engagements 3001 issued by 
the Auditing and Assurance Standards Board (Canada). 
The Office of the Auditor General applies Canadian 
Standard on Quality Control 1 and, accordingly, 
maintains a comprehensive system of quality control, 
including documented policies and procedures 
regarding compliance with ethical requirements, 
professional standards, and applicable legal and 
regulatory requirements. The office complies with 
the independence and other ethical requirements of 
the Chartered Professional Accountants of Alberta 
Rules of Professional Conduct, which are founded 
on fundamental principles of integrity and due care, 
objectivity, professional competence, confidentiality, and 
professional behaviour.
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