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Ensuring that employees share
a common understanding
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safety isn’t always easy. In 
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communication an even
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a business transform diverse
standards, perceptions 
and learned behaviours into a 
common commitment to 
on-the-job safety?
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In the early 1900s, Canada’s
immigrant workforce was
primarily European. Today’s
immigrants are much more
diverse. And while that
diversity has led to a more
productive and varied work-
place, it has also presented
employers with significant

challenges when it comes to ensuring that everyone has
equal access to a safe workplace. 

Larraine Kaminsky is President of Ottawa-based
Malkam Consultants, a cross cultural communications firm
that assists companies in adapting their workplaces to the
needs of a diverse population. Kaminsky feels that
employers can create safer and healthier workplaces for all
by looking beyond language barriers and focusing their
efforts on understanding the cultural characteristics of
their workforce. 

“It’s easy to blame communication breakdowns on
language difficulties,” says Kaminsky. “The reality is that
language, literacy and culture are intertwined. When 
communication breaks down in a workplace, it’s often
because there is a lack of cross-cultural understanding.” 

“In Asian society, many workers are
taught never to complain or offer an opinion.
“A ‘yes’ may mean, ‘Yes, I hear your 
question’ not ‘Yes, I understand’. We need
to recognize and adapt to those nuances.” 

— Larraine Kaminsky, Malkam Consultants

Instilling a common commitment to health and safety
requires support. Management must ensure that all their
employees are equally trained and knowledgeable about
the health and safety risks of the job. In a diverse work-
force, that continuity of support should be demonstrated in
everything the company does, from integrating health and
safety into its mission statement to maximizing the quality
of its training efforts.

Learning about a workforce’s cultural base can help
close many of the communication gaps that exist between
managers and workers. For instance, many cultures believe
that it’s impolite to ask questions. Others may be unsure of
their language skills or are afraid to say they don’t under-
stand for fear of losing their jobs. “In Asian society, many
workers are taught never to complain or offer an opinion,”
says Kaminsky. “A ‘yes’ may mean, ‘Yes, I hear your question’
not ‘Yes, I understand’. We need to recognize and adapt to
those nuances.” 

Managers can look for clues that reveal how confident or
unsure its staff is about how to work safely. Repeated unsafe
behaviours on the job, nonverbal signs of confusion during a
task demonstration, or a complete absence of questions dur-
ing a training session can all be signals that an employee
needs help. Workplaces can overcome these roadblocks by
developing varied methods of communication such as encour-

aging staff to talk with supervisors privately, checking for
understanding by asking an employee to repeat what has
been said or observing the behaviour of workers on the job. 

Many times, front line supervisors are responsible for
ensuring that the company’s commitment to health and safety
is conveyed — and understood. And while most supervisors
will have the technical competence to instill that message,
they may not always have the cultural competency. That’s why
ensuring that supervisory staff are skilled at working with the
various ethnic and cultural backgrounds of employees is key
to a company’s long term health and safety success.

“You can provide all the technical training
you want, but if your workforce doesn’t
understand how or why they should work
safely, your efforts are being wasted.” 

— Janice Smith, Delta Hotels 

When Delta Hotels identified that its housekeeping
staff lacked an understanding of WHMIS training, they set
up detailed literacy support for their diverse workforce. At
the same time, supervisors participated in diversity training
to ensure that they recognized the cultural issues affecting
their workforce. “At Delta Hotels, we definitely see the link
between diversity and wellness,” notes Janice Smith, the
hotel’s Director of Quality. “You can provide all the techni-
cal training you want, but if your workforce doesn’t under-
stand how or why they should work safely, your efforts are
being wasted.” 

Sometimes the outcomes to training go beyond the
original objective. When a national financial lender needed
to upgrade the customer service, language and literacy
training of its customer service staff, it gained an additional
benefit that had not been counted on. In the weeks and
months following the sessions, bank management noticed
an increased level of motivation and self-worth among
employees. As staff began to feel better about themselves,
they became more enthusiastic about participating in other
training programs, as well. 

For small business, effective training can be difficult —
and costly — to tackle alone. Collaboration and partnerships
may provide the answer for employee safety training and
education, including pooling resources with other business-
es in the community to organize training sessions. 

In a diverse workforce, health and safety awareness
requires on-going attention and fine-tuning. “In Canada,
the make-up of immigrants tends to shift every three to
four years,” notes Kaminsky. “Most recently, we’ve seen a
swell of immigration from developing countries. Employers
need to continue adapting their safety efforts to meet the
needs of these shifting workforces.” 

The rewards that accompany those efforts can be sub-
stantial. By learning more about an employee’s cultural
background, management can help to prevent accidents in
the workplace. The more knowledgeable the worker is, the
safer the guests and customers are, and the healthier a
workplace is. And that benefits everyone. 
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&sprains strains
Do sprain and strain injuries get the attention they deserve? 
I think these types of injuries tend to get downplayed. In some workplaces, sprain and strain injuries are
viewed as an unavoidable part of the job. There’s also a long history of conflicting advice about what can be
done to prevent them. Employers feel that they’ve tried everything and nothing works. 

We’ve all been taught to lift with our legs, not with our backs. You’ve stated that the rule 
doesn’t always hold true. Why?
Historically, back safety training has focused on specific safe lifting techniques. Standard lifting advice
sounds good but in the real world, a great many of the traditional rules just don’t apply. The nature of what
we do and the layout of our work environment doesn’t always make it possible. 

What’s missing from the ‘technique-based’ approach to safe lifting? 
Training typically focuses on the size of a load and its weight, but not on how far you have to reach with
that load — something that is just as important. This type of training also rarely mentions the impact your
body weight can have on a lift. Every time you bend over to lift an object, you’re lifting a hidden load —
50% of your body weight. That extra weight doesn’t always get factored into the equation. 

What do you see as a better way of approaching sprains and strains? 
I think we need to move away from the idea that practicing a particular technique will prevent something like
a back injury. And we need to stop thinking in terms of ‘safe’ versus ‘unsafe’ activities. Instead, we should
provide employees with the power of knowledge — an understanding of how the body works, why injuries
happen and the associated risks of certain activities. That knowledge gives employees the opportunity and
the empowerment to be more involved in their safety. And it gives them the tools to minimize risk. 

Is ‘minimizing risk’ the most a workplace can hope for? 
I don’t think anything we do can completely eliminate the risk of sprains and strains — at work or at home.
But if you give people knowledge, you are effectively helping them to evaluate the risk of something for
themselves, so they can make intelligent choices. 

You feel that psychosocial and psychophysical factors play a big role in determining the risk
for sprains and strains. How so? 
Psychosocial and psychophysical factors are as important as physical factors when determining risk. Let’s
say you decide to put a program in place that rewards staff for days without an injury. Morale in your work-
place may improve. But if you haven’t addressed “why” the injuries are happening, and what your employ-
ees’ perceptions are of that risk, you haven’t fixed anything. The injuries are still going to happen. I can also
evaluate someone’s job and determine that they should be able to do it without a problem. But if the person
doing the job feels it’s a demanding job, their perception of injury will be higher. As a result, they’re more
likely to become injured. You’ve got to identify and address the psychosocial, psychophysical and physical
factors if you want to make a difference. 

What “pitfalls” do employers encounter when developing sprain and strain initiatives? 
The biggest mistake employers make is not consulting with their employees from the start. If you’re inter-
ested in making changes, you need to involve the people who are going to make that happen — the
employees doing the job. They know their workplace, the issues involved and they can tell you how
demanding the job really is. 

How important is the commitment and support of management when it comes to reducing sprains
and strains?
The visible and knowledgeable support of management is the number one component of any health and
safety effort because it shows a commitment to change. New programs are often thought of as ‘flavour 
of the month’. With the support of all three levels of management — senior, middle and frontline — the 
seriousness of the effort can be demonstrated. 

In your opinion, how preventable are sprains and strains in the workforce? 
It is possible to dramatically reduce this injury rate. Over the last ten years, injuries in Ontario have been
decreasing. We can’t eliminate them completely, but with the right education and awareness, we can
reduce the severity of the injury, and the time it involves off the job. 

Each year thousands of employees in service-related workplaces suffer the physical, emotional
and financial impacts of strain and sprain injuries. From back strains to musculoskeletal
injuries, the losses are significant. In 1998, 45 percent of all claims reported to the Workplace
Safety and Insurance Board from the service industry were related to sprains and strains. Over
53,000 days were lost as a result of those injuries, with 50 percent leading to ten or more days
off work. The total bill for those injuries was a whopping 12 million dollars in claims. 

Mardy Fraser, PhD is an associate director with Ergonomics and Safety Consulting Services at the University of
Waterloo. We asked Dr. Fraser to describe how business can supplement standard ergonomic approaches with 
innovative strategies for sprain and strain injury reduction. 

W E A S K E D
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Training emphasizes 
safety issues 
“For many of the Park’s employees,
particularly seasonal workers,
Wonderland represents their first
job,” explains Mike Fish, Manager,
Safety & Environment.“So it’s
integral that they understand,
right from their first three-hour
orientation meeting, that safety is
the top priority at Wonderland.”

During the orientation gener-
ic safety issues such as the role of
WHMIS are discussed.“At this first
training session, which is spear-
headed by our human resources
department, we emphasize our
mission statement and core
beliefs,” says Fish.“As a result, the
staff naturally sees the impor-
tance of safety in our operation.”

Later, as staff are assigned to
their specific locations, safety
training becomes more site specif-
ic. Depending on the job tasks an
employee will be asked to per-
form, training can include vehicle
training, fire safety, safe handling of
materials, or the use of protective
equipment. Often, this training is
provided in March or April, before
the park opens for the season.

The benefit of a clearly
defined and executed safety
training system is that it instills
knowledge and pride throughout
the organization.“Our feeling is
that it’s all about participation,
buy-in and everyone throughout
the organization being pointed
in the same direction and shar-
ing a common goal.Then obvi-
ously we will have better
results,” remarks Liggett.

“If staff feel safe in their envi-
ronment and understand that their
safety is a priority, then one of the
key benefits is that they will be
even more committed to the safety
of our guests. Our staff feel pride
in our reputation for safety and
strive hard to maintain that level of
excellence for themselves and for
our guests.”

Safety as a 
day-to-day initiative 
To ensure that health and safety is
a day-to-day initiative, Paramount
Canada’s Wonderland has devel-
oped a number of different — yet
interconnected-safety programs
and procedures that include staff
training, reporting and accounta-
bility.Together, these feed into the
common goal of providing a safe
work experience.

Safety procedures and train-
ing within departments: As an
amusement park,Wonderland
appears to an outsider as one
large business. But in everyday
reality, the park actually functions
as a group of small departments/
teams working together. For
example, the park has its own
security and utility departments,
food, landscaping, water park,
entertainment/live shows, and
maintenance departments —
each with its own manager and
staff and uniqueness.

Each of these departments
develops and maintains its own
safety programs and procedures
that reflect the diversity of its
work tasks and needs.While
each staff member’s perspective
on safety is the same, there is
specific training, pertaining to
the job, for front line staff, super-
visory personnel and area man-
agers.As well, each department
has accountability for safety built
into its reporting structure.

Further, these departments
draw on the strength and 
knowledge of two company-
wide resources: a very large
and experienced safety depart-
ment and an active Joint Health
and Safety Committee.

Company-wide safety depart-
ment: Canada’s Wonderland safety
department acts as a resource for
departments/teams, including
consultation and assistance with
implementation on specific issues
and initiatives.

Joint Health and Safety
Committee: This is a very function-
al and accessible committee com-
prised of worker and management
representatives from each of the
departments/teams in the park, as
well as a number of members of
senior management.Members of
the Committee are very active in
the workplace, spreading the safety
message and conducting monthly
workplace inspections.These
inspections are over and above the
inspections done as part of the reg-
ular business. In addition,
Committee members talk with
their counterparts and bring safety
issues back to the Committee at
large,ensuring there is continuity
throughout the organization.

Liggett points out that safety
for Paramount Canada’s
Wonderland also includes looking
forward to the future. On the
guest side, as an illustration, there
is event planning safety and emer-
gency preparedness to consider.

Still, it is the overall commit-
ment to safety that distinguishes
Wonderland and instills pride in
workers and staff, expounds
Liggett.“Much of our safety train-
ing is site-specific.Whether its
instruction for running a roller
coaster or for safety systems need-
ed for the landscaping depart-
ment, we are proud of all our
training. But the common denom-
inator is the level of commitment
to safety throughout the organiza-
tion to ensure a safe and pleasura-
ble time at the park for our
guests and our workers.”

“Since the Park opened in the 1980-1981 season, we’ve 

established a reputation for excellence in safety. Still,

we look at our record every year, and try to make sure

we’re keeping up-to-date with new additions to the park,

making sure everything we do is as safe as it can be.” 

AView
from 
theTop

G R O U N D B R E A K E R S

Paramount Canada’s
Wonderland is
enjoying the ride to
health and safety 
success.

By Bev Cline 

T
he health and safety of its
guests and staff are the
number one priority at
Paramount Canada’s
Wonderland. From the

most senior executives through
to its mostly seasonal workforce,
health and safety — as a concept
and an everyday reality — are
integral components of all
aspects of the Vaughan, Ontario
park’s operations.

“The importance of health
and safety really begins with our
mission statement,”explains Phil
Liggett,Vice-President, Park
Operations, Paramount Canada’s
Wonderland.“Our mission is to
make people happy by providing
fun, excitement and memorable
experiences. Supporting the state-
ment are four core beliefs that
work hand-in-hand: safety, which is
first and foremost, along with qual-
ity, guest satisfaction and team-
work. Each of these is a central
philosophy to the way we run our
business here at Wonderland each
and every day.”

More than 2.5 million guests
flock to Paramount Canada’s
Wonderland each year.And with
close to 4,000 staff, of whom
3,800 are seasonal, it’s clear the
issue of safety needs to be
instilled throughout the organiza-
tion.Also, there has to be
accountability.

“We are continuously meas-
uring ourselves against our mis-
sion statement,” states Liggett
frankly.“Since the Park opened
in the 1980–1981 season, we’ve
established a reputation for
excellence in safety. Still, we look
at our record every year, and try
to make sure we’re keeping up-
to-date with new additions to
the park, making sure everything
we do is as safe as it can be.”
Wonderland, indicates Liggett, is
not resting on it’s laurels.“You
can’t have fun, as a guest or staff
member, if you don’t feel safe,”
he says.

“When management and staff
get together, whether it’s a com-
pany business update or weekly
meeting, safety is top of the list as
to what we discuss,” continues
Liggett.“We make certain that
senior management’s commitment
to safety flows through the organ-
ization continuously. For example,
I don’t think I’ve picked up a
company newsletter yet that didn’t
have a section about safety ideas
and reminders for our staff.”

Phil Liggett, Vice-President, Park Operations (top)
Mike Fish, Manager, Safety & Environment (bottom)



www.ossa.com 7

A New Year.
A New Look.
Right about now, you might
be thinking that there’s some-
thing different about this
issue of the newsletter. And
you’d be right. The Safety
Mosaic has undergone a
facelift of sorts for the
new millennium. The
result is an exciting new
look and feel that is
designed to make the
Safety Mosaic a more
useful and applicable tool for your
organization. Here are some of the highlights
of the new format:

• A “bigger and better” 11" X 14" size allows us to pack more valu-
able information into each issue 

• Regular features reflect issues and concerns that are both timely and
highly topical, including: 

• We Asked — a ‘question and answer’ interview with a leading
health and safety expert. 

• Groundbreakers — each issue features a profile of an OSSA
‘groundbreaker’. This is an organization that has embraced health
and safety, and truly exemplifies how “caring pays”. 

• Focus — each issue features a focus section specific to one of the five
OSSA sectors. The summer issue will feature two focus sections. 

• Behind the Scenes — this section highlights industry news and
OSSA updates. 

• Beyond the Workplace — provides a look at health and safety
issues outside of the workplace. 

We welcome any feedback you have to your newsletter, and invite you to 
contribute ideas for future articles. Please drop us an e-mail at info@ossa.com.

B E H I N D T H E S C E N E S

Ontario Service Safety Alliance

New OSSA
Strategy
Reflects
Commitment to
Caring.
Recently, the OSSA launched its
communication strategy which
included the introduction of a 
new logo incorporating the words
“caring pays”. 

“Caring Pays” are two simple
words that reflect OSSA’s belief in
the effectiveness of integrating
health and safety. “It’s not sufficient
to simply tell our membership that
they should care enough to integrate
health and safety into their work-
place,” says OSSA General Manager
and C.E.O., Elizabeth Mills. “We
have to show them that it is a smart
business approach.”

“Caring Pays” combines the
emotional and bottom line consider-
ations of making health and safety a
reality in the workplace. “It’s intend-
ed to enable us to connect with all of
our members by making our message
relevant to them,” says Mills. “We
know that the only way to truly realize
results is to make health and safety a
part of the management system. We
think “caring pays” reflects that belief.”

Upcoming Trade Show Events
The following is a listing of upcoming trade shows and conferences of interest to Ontario’s service sector. 

VENUE DATE LOCATION 

Grocery Showcase 2000 March 5 – 6 Vancouver Convention & Exhibition Centre, 
Canadian Federation of Independent Grocers Vancouver, B.C.

Ottawa-Hull Foodservice & Hospitality Show March 21 – 22 Ottawa Congress Centre, Ottawa, Ontario
Ottawa-Hull Foodservices Expo 

2000 Retail Resources Protection Conference and Trade Show March 27 – 28 Hilton Toronto Airport Hotel, Toronto, Ontario
Retail Council of Canada 

Resorts Ontario & Ontario Accommodation Association Trade Show April 17 – 20 Regal Constellation Hotel, Toronto, Ontario 
Resorts Ontario

Health & Safety Conference and Annual General Meeting April 18 Delta East Hotel, Toronto, Ontario
Ontario Service Safety Alliance

ACSESS Conference May 4 – 5 Radisson Hotel, Montreal, P.Q.
Association of Canadian Search, Employment & Staffing Services

Annual General Meeting May 17 – 21 Timmins, Ontario 
Theatre Ontario Festival

Revealing the Facts About Hepatitis B.

Many tourism 
and hospitality
operators don’t
consider Hepatitis
B a workplace
risk. But with over
250,000 people
infected in Canada
alone, maybe it’s
time to take a 
second look at the
real impact of this
disease.

T O U R I S M & H O S P I T A L I T Y F O C U S

COMING
SOON
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In any business, ensuring that

employees share a common
understanding of health and

safety requires on-going 
communication, recognition 

and feedback. But when a
diverse workplace is added into

the equation, with a variety 

of languages and cultural 
backgrounds, that challenge

becomes even greater. How 

can a business turn a workforce

mix that may include diverse

standards, perceptions 
and learned behaviours into a

common commitment to, and

understanding of, workplace

health and safety?
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By Sharon McInally

Billie Potkonjak can tell you a lot about
Hepatitis B. As National Director of
Health Promotion and Patient Services,
Canadian Liver Foundation, she sees
the effects of the disease every day.
She also hears some employers tell
her that Hepatitis B is not an issue in
their workplace.

“Most people are largely unaware
of the likelihood of coming into contact
with Hepatitis B. It seems to be a more

obvious issue to people in the health
care or law enforcement fields,”
Potkonjak points out. “The reality is
that anyone who may be exposed to
blood and other potentially infectious
body fluids while on the job is at risk
— and that includes those working in
the tourism and hospitality industry.”

Hepatitis B is a highly infectious
disease that causes an inflammation of
the liver. Even though it currently
affects an estimated 250,000
Canadians, most people infected with
the disease don’t even know they have
it. The majority of adults can naturally
fight it off. Those who can’t, become a
carrier of the virus for life and run the
risk of developing chronic hepatitis,
cirrhosis or liver cancer. A blood test is
the only way to accurately determine if
someone has been infected with
Hepatitis B.

Similar to HIV, the Hepatitis B virus
is spread through blood and bodily fluids
like mucus, semen and vomit. Like HIV,

it is not transmitted through water, food
or casual contact at work. However,
Hepatitis B is 100 times more infectious
than HIV. In fact, the virus can stay
active for up to seven days outside the
body, although its infectious nature
does reduce over time. That makes
Hepatitis B a very real threat.

The dangers of Hepatitis B extend
beyond the traditional tourism and hos-
pitality functions. There have been
some reported cases of Hepatitis B
among embalmers and funeral home

workers who are
exposed to blood and
body fluids on a daily
basis. Hairdressers
and barbers working
with sharp scissors
and razor blades may
risk transmitting the
disease from one cus-
tomer to the next.

Tattoo and piercing parlors can also
transmit the disease through shared
inks and unsterilized equipment.

Vaccinations against Hepatitis B
provide employers and employees with
a primary line of defense. Two vaccines
currently exist, offering a 96 per cent
protection rate against the virus. At the
Ontario Jockey Club, the Hepatitis B
vaccine is provided to all employees.
“Vaccinations are not just offered to
those we consider to be in high risk
positions like our security staff or our
customer service reps who are often
the first to arrive at accident scenes,”
says Will Baker, the Club’s Occupational
Health Nurse. “We also have an open
offer to vaccinate any employee who
feels they are personally at risk — no
questions asked.”

Education and training in safe
work practices for all tasks involving
possible exposure to blood or certain
body fluids are another key preventa-
tive strategy against the disease. Being

aware that sharp objects may carry
blood with Hepatitis B is crucial. Proper
disposal of sharp objects such as razor
blades and broken glass into plastic
receptacles with lids can help prevent
further transmission.

At the Valhalla Inn in Thunder Bay,
personal protective equipment such
as latex gloves and puncture-proof
gloves offer simple protection against
infection. “Putting on gloves has
become an automatic response to
everyday activities and emergency
response,” says Edward Mayer,
Valhalla’s General Manager.

Employees administering basic
first aid and CPR use latex gloves and
mouth barriers to prevent infection.
“We also encourage our cleaning staff
to wear latex gloves at all times,” says
Mayer. “And staff working in the laun-
dry department are provided with
puncture-proof gloves as a protective
barrier against mislaid needles or other
sharp objects.”

Mayer points out that providing
employees with an understanding of
Hepatitis B and how it is transmitted is
important to prevention. “We discuss
the importance of health and safety as
a quality-of-life issue at employee
meetings. We use signs and notices
about safe working practices in
employee clean-up areas, and use
videos to increase staff awareness
about hazardous situations to reduce
accidental infection.”

Since Hepatitis B can be found in
blood or vomit, special attention must
be paid to conducting safe and thor-
ough clean-up. At the Ontario Jockey
Club, patron accidents or incidents
have led to a formalized procedure that
is followed for cleaning up blood and
other bodily fluids. “Staff are specially
trained to deal with the issue of bodily
fluids and Hepatitis B,” notes Baker.
“They wear latex gloves, masks and

A housekeeper cuts herself on a discarded
razor blade while emptying a garbage can. A
laundry attendant comes into contact with
stained sheets. A ski patroller is splashed
with blood at the scene of a hillside accident.
A maintenance staff member punctures his
finger on a discarded needle.

gowns, and cordon off the contaminated
area. We also use the bleach-water
mixture to kill traces of Hepatitis in the
immediate area and off all the tools
they use.”

Controlling Hepatitis B in the work-
place takes attention and commitment,
according to Potkonjak. “Employers
and employees need to be educated
about Hepatitis B, practice universal
precautions, and have strategies in
place to prevent the disease. That can
only make everyone’s workplace a
safer place to be.”

PROTECTING YOUR
WORKPLACE

1. Educate — your staff
about the risk of contact-
ing and transmitting
Hepatitis B, and safe 
collection and disposal
techniques for blood 
products and bodily fluids

2. Immunize — those at
risk or those who feel
they need the vaccine

3. Wear PPE — grab the
gloves first, use a mask,
mouth barrier and gown
if required

4. Bleach-it-out — use a 1:9
bleach/water mixture to
clean contaminated areas
and tools/equipment

5. Identify Infection Early —
get a blood test 

6. Avoid Accidental Injuries
— handle sharp objects
with care

Tourism and Hospitality: 
Dare to Care — this video-based 
training program is designed to assist
managers and young adult workers 
in recognizing, assessing and controlling
workplace hazards in the tourism and
hospitality business. This program is
suitable for new employee and manag-
er orientation, first time and refresher
training. The training kit features a
durable binder for videos, leader’s
guide, and participant workbooks.

Seasonal Groundskeeping Safety —  
a video-based training program for
groundskeepers within the tourism and
hospitality sector. This package includes
modules for both summer and winter
groundskeeping. The program high-
lights strategies for working safely in
the groundskeeping environment. A
self-paced learning package includes
videos, a leader’s guide, participant
workbooks for each video, a resource
guide and fact sheets.

Vehicle Sales and Service:
• Vehicle Sales and Service 

WHMIS package 
• Vehicle Sales and Service Safe

Practice Guidelines    

All Sectors:
• Basic Guide to Occupational Health

and Safety Starter Kit
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Tim Vandenbrink is Captain,
Public Safety and Education
for the Edmonton Emergency
Response Department. It’s
part of his job to teach
groups about fire and injury
safety. But at a recent talk he
gave in his community, he
wasn’t surprised when only
10 citizens showed up to
hear about fire safety, com-
pared to the 90 individuals
that had turned out for his
crime prevention session the
week before. It’s all a matter
of perception, Vandenbrink
explains. That perception is
that smoke detectors are
100 percent effective and
that fires always happen to
somebody else.

“When you ask
Canadians if they think we
have a fire problem, they say
no,” Vandenbrink notes. 
“In truth, our fire death per
capita rates are very high
compared with the rest of
the industrialized world.
We’re in the top quarter.” 

In fact, in the early
1970s, about eight
Canadians out of 100,000
died in fires, according to the
Canada Safety Council,
Ottawa. That number has
dropped to about 1.4 out of
100,000. Of the 400 fire
fatalities in Canada a year, 80
percent occur in the home. 

It’s no coincidence that
the drop in the fatality rate

has coincided with the wide-
spread use of smoke alarms.
And while the technology has
undoubtedly saved hundreds
of lives, simply hanging them
on a wall or ceiling in the
home cannot be considered
the solution to fire fatalities. 

“My concern is that 
people may believe the only
thing they need to be safe
from fire is a smoke alarm,”
notes Bernard Moyle, Fire
Marshal of Ontario. “Smoke
alarms are definitely an
essential component of fire
safety, but they’re only part
of the equation.” 

Vandenbrink suggests
that families take the time
to educate themselves on
how fires happen — and
how they spread. “People
imagine the worst-case sce-
nario, that they’ll become
separated from their family
in the middle of the night,

caught in the bedroom by a
fire outside the door, and
that they’ll have to crawl out
through a window,” says
Vandenbrink. “The chances
of that are slim. Unless it’s
arson, fire doesn’t start out-
side a bedroom door or on a
stairwell — it migrates to
those spots.”

Most fatal fires do hap-
pen at night, when people
are sleeping. And the fire
and smoke can spread at an
incredible rate. By the time
the alarm sounds, a substan-
tial amount of smoke may
have already filled the
home, leaving the occupants
only a very short time to
escape. Being able to act
immediately is mandatory
to survival. 

To make a home safe,
families should consider what
their actions will be in the
event of a fire. A floor plan

should be used to plot two
escape routes from every
room, and then the family
should physically practice
escaping on a regular basis. 

For evidence that fire
planning and practice
works, Vandenbrink suggests
we need look no further
than our local schools. “When
the fire bell rings, there’s
instant response with mini-
mal confusion. We’ll get 700
children out in a minute
and a half,” Vandenbrink
says, “and the reason is very
simple: they train and they
practice. The reality is, most
fires we go to are predictable
and preventable.”

“Developing a home
escape plan and practicing it
with your family can greatly
improve your chances of sur-
viving a fire,” adds Moyle. “It
can go a long way toward pro-
tecting you and your family.” 

When fire hits the home, we rely on
fire alarms to alert us to the danger.
But to survive a fire, we may need
much more than that.
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