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Executive
Summary
The effects of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic extend beyond the immediate medical
consequences to include economic, psychological, emotional, and social impacts,
particularly for individuals and communities who were already vulnerable.

As the Saskatoon community locked down in mid-March of 2020, leaders and front-line
staff of community-based organizations and other services recognized the challenges
that the pandemic posed for providing vital services in a safe and effective manner.
Initial local conversations, hosted by the coordinators of the Safe Community Action
Alliance (SCAA), catalyzed the formation of the Saskatoon Inter-Agency Response to
COVID-19 (Inter-Agency Response or SIRC). This initiative, organized as an Incident
Command Structure (ICS) and led by staff reallocated from community-based
organizations and government agencies, focused on securing resources (financial
and personal protective equipment (PPE)) and providing logistical support for frontline
agencies, sharing safety information, liaising with external partners, and advocating for
support for vulnerable individuals and communities in Saskatoon.
This evaluation was commissioned by SIRC’s Data Management Committee to
understand what outcomes the response contributed to, as well as identify key insights
that could inform how the community could improve its response to both the ongoing
pandemic and other complex issues. During July and August 2020, the authors of this
report collected data through an internal survey sent to all ICS Team members (23
responses), interviews with a subset of ICS Team members and other key informants
(16 sessions with 23 participants), and a brief questionnaire sent to organizations who
participated in the response (41 responses). These methods provided a rich dataset
for analysis, with a focus on identifying the key outcomes that SIRC contributed to,
the internal and external factors that either helped or hindered the response, and
recommendations for SIRC and similar initiatives moving forward.
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Key Evaluation
Findings
Based on our analysis, the SIRC succeeded in
supporting the safe operation of crucial communitybased services, including those related to housing and
food security, by securing needed financial resources,
procuring and distributing PPE, and sharing accurate
and timely information with services. SIRC also
contributed to the openings of both a COVID-19
testing site and a service hub in Saskatoon’s core
neighbourhoods, reducing the risk of unchecked
spread and helping connect community residents with
information and resources.

• Local community-based agencies, as well as the
City of Saskatoon and specific individuals and teams
from the Saskatchewan Health Authority, seconded or
re-allocated staff in support of SIRC: the municipal
government also provided technical support through
the Emergency Management Organization (EMO).

Additional outcomes of the
response include:

• Funds provided by the Saskatoon Community
Foundation and through United Way of Saskatoon
and Area, as well as an online fundraising portal
administered by these two bodies, assisted the
purchasing and distribution of PPE.

• A strong and rapidly-developed response capacity
among local service providers, characterized
by adaptiveness, trust, and effective working
relationships.
• The leveraging of financial and in-kind supports,
including staff secondments or reallocations from
local organizations and government agencies.
• Increased awareness among community partners
and local leaders of persistent and systemic issues
affecting Saskatoon, including socioeconomic
inequities
• Improved ability of the community sector to rapidly
respond to other local issues, as exemplified by
the community response to the closure of the
Northwoods (City Centre) Inn in early August.
• Anecdotal evidence suggests that SIRC’s work was
more effective than equivalent efforts in other
Saskatchewan cities.

Several factors were identified
through the evaluation which either
contributed to the effectiveness of
the response or acted as a barrier:

• Representatives from provincial ministries, including
the Ministry of Social Services, participated in
discussions regarding housing and other supports:
however, some participants identified difficulties
with communication and coordination in this regard.

• The use of ICS as a management framework was
seen by participants as helping to provide direction
and stability in the initial weeks of the response:
however, critiques were raised regarding the use of a
hierarchical structure for organizations accustomed
to collaborative approaches, along with whether the
framework is appropriate for working with Indigenous
organizations and communities.
• Those involved with the response, including its
leadership, demonstrated strong commitment,
dedication, and willingness to be flexible in response
to rapidly-changing conditions.
• Internal communication was identified as an area
for improvement, including confusion regarding
lines of communication in light of pre-existing
relationships and decisions made at higher levels
not always being communicated on a timely basis to
other internal groups.
• Other areas for improvement include clarifying the
process of identifying funding needs and improving
funding criteria transparency.

• Existing relationships among community-based
organizations and the work of other multi-partner
community initiatives, in particular the SCAA,
supported the rapid development of SIRC.
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Recommendations
• Identify potential structures that balance the need to stabilize a chaotic
crisis situation with the complex realities of working in community.
• Create more opportunities to engage with and include the voices of
those most affected, including Indigenous communities.
• Maintain and grow relationships amongst key actors involved in the
response to support ongoing and future work.
• Apply the SIRC approach to respond to other community emergencies
and systemic issues.
• Ensure that community organizations are properly resourced so as to
build community capacity to rapidly respond to future challenges and
crises.
• Build on this report by engaging in further evaluation and research
around Saskatoon’s response, including through comparing our
response to those in other cities, exploring lived experiences of the
pandemic response, and investigating further the financial costs and
benefits including a Social Return on Investment (SROI) analysis.
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Introduction
The Inter-Agency
Response to COVID-19
The Saskatoon Inter-Agency Response to COVID-19
(SIRC) was a coordinated effort to mitigate the effects
of COVID-19 on Saskatoon’s vulnerable communities.
Composed of over 601 non-profit organizations,
provincial and municipal government employees, and
volunteers, the SIRC was built as a structure to help
agencies serve those already vulnerable in a safe
manner during the lockdown and closure of services
in spring and summer of 2020. The coordinators of a
local community initiative, Safe Community Action
Alliance (SCAA), initiated preliminary conversations
the week of March 16, 2020, around the challenges that
the pandemic would present in Saskatoon. From these
initial connections, a formal response and structure
was developed, including the adoption of an Incident
Command Structure (ICS) with support from the City
of Saskatoon’s Emergency Management Organization
(EMO). The response was organized and staffed by
reallocated or seconded staff from community-based
organizations and government agencies.
From March to late summer, SIRC’s efforts focused
on responding to critical incidents, purchasing and
distributing personal protective equipment (PPE),
helping individuals connect to services still providing
shelter and food, communicating safety guidelines
to community organizations still operating, providing
technology and ensuring access to connectivity, and
advocating to the provincial and federal government
to obtain necessary funds for Saskatoon’s response to
COVID-19. As of September 2020, the SIRC is reducing
its role in the crisis response but remaining vigilant
through maintenance operations to act if called upon.

The Purpose and
Background of the
Evaluation
Realizing the need to document and assess the
effectiveness of the response, the SIRC Data
Management team commissioned an evaluation
using funds from the Saskatchewan Health Research
Foundations (SHRF) and the Saskatoon Food Bank
and Learning Centre in summer of 2020 to determine
the impact SIRC had in Saskatoon, to use evidence to
adjust ongoing maintenance activities as well as to
identify any lessons learned for future implementations
of a coordinated community response. This report
was intended to build on the interim evaluation report,
which outlined the work completed by the SIRC from
March to May of 2020.
Due to time constraints, this evaluation was not able
to make specific comparisons of COVID-19 responses
between cities or collect data from every single person
involved in the response. Instead, the primary purpose
of this evaluation was to identify the general outcomes
that the SIRC contributed to as well as provide
feedback to inform future SIRC work as well as other
community-level initiatives. This evaluation lasted
from July to September 2020 and was completed by
the authors, who are local evaluators with extensive
experience working with community organizations.

1. Information about the SIRC’s history comes from an interim report, “Report on COVID-19 Vulnerable Sector
Response in Saskatoon: March-May 2020”, prepared by Jacob Alhassan, Hilary Gough, Bonnie Heilman, Lori
Hanson and Colleen Christopherson-Cote with support from Connor Morrison and Deb Davies.
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Methods Used in
this Evaluation
This evaluation employed
four main methods, including:
1. Documents review
The SIRC team kept diligent notes and records of
all meetings, decisions, and any structural changes
made to their Incident Command Structure (ICS). The
evaluators used this data source to help understand
the complexities of the response and to form the
questions used in each of the other methods.

2. Internal survey
The SIRC Evaluation Committee compiled a survey
using Google Forms and was sent to the entirety of
the ICS. The purpose of this survey was to gather
additional quantitative evidence of the SIRC costs and
impacts, while also gathering qualitative evidence on
the SIRC’s impact according to internal ICS members.

Who answered the survey?
In total, 23 individuals responded to this survey. Early
in the survey, respondents were asked to identify the
roles they adopted during their time with the SIRC.
Individuals often moved or adopted multiple roles
and, therefore, they were allowed to select more than
one option. That said, participants most commonly
indicated (14 out of 25 selections or 56%) that they
were either a working group participant (8 selections)
or part of the command staff (6 selections); both of
these groups were internal to the ICS.

The majority of survey participants indicated they
were working group participants or command staff.

Question topics included:

• An estimation of organizational/personal financial
and in-kind contributions to SIRC;
• The reasons for agency involvement with SIRC as well
as their primary roles within the ISC;
• Sources of PPE or relief funding; and
• Three open-ended questions assessing the most
significant change that participants noticed as a
result of their participation in the SIRC, why that
changed mattered, and how that change affected
the people around them (clients, participants,
organization, etc).

8
Working group participant
6
Command staff
4
Working group lead
3
General staff
2

Funder/fundraiser

The full question list can be viewed in Appendix A.
Liason

1

1
Volunteer
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3. Most Significant Change Survey (MSC)
The MSC survey (Appendix B) was used for initial
exploration of the external impact that SIRC had on
agencies, including those that weren’t ICS Team
Members but were part of the SIRC as a whole
(including those who received resources). In this openended qualitative instrument, respondents were asked
about two major topics:

1. What was the most significant change
you’ve experienced as part of your time
with SIRC?
2. Why did that change matter? Why was
it important?
Organizations receiving the survey were encouraged
to engage with the individuals they serve to inform
their responses to the MSC questions. Responses were
collected by a research assistant and compiled by
the evaluators. In total, 41 responses to the MSC were
received, the results of which are woven throughout
this report.

4. Key informant interviews
Interviews with the ICS Team members were used
to ensure the evaluation included a nuanced
understanding of SIRC outcomes, factors contributing
to those outcomes, and potential recommendations
for improvement. The evaluators also used this method
to capture any unintended results of the SIRC.
Potential interview participants were selected to
ensure that the different facets of the response were
represented in the evaluation process, while also
balancing the time and scope restraints of this project.
A total of 16 interviews were held: 12 were one-toone interviews and 4 were held with small groups of
two to three people who had worked together in the
response, for a total of 23 participants. Questions
focused on SIRC impact, process, and contribution,
based on participants’ experiences with the SIRC (see
Appendix C for interview questions). Interviews (lasting
on average 45 minutes) were completed online or by
phone between July and early August 2020.
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What changed and
why did SIRC matter?
This section of the report highlights what we heard from participants through the
internal survey, MSC method, and key informant interviews. After outlining the
primary outcomes of the SIRC, we explore the external and internal factors that
either enabled the observed outcomes or acted as barriers. The implications of
these findings, along with recommendations moving forward, are presented in the
final section of this report (discussions, recommendations, and conclusions).
In the remainder of this report, quotes from the interviews, internal survey
responses, and MSC survey responses are presented as received, with the
exception of removing personally-identifiable information.

Immediate Outcomes
Community Services and Testing
The primary purpose of the SIRC was to support
vulnerable community members in Saskatoon during
the initial months of the pandemic and ensure that
critical community services were able to operate
safely during these times. Participants in the
evaluation process clearly indicated that the SIRC was
successful in this regard, particularly given fears that
COVID-19 could spread rapidly to individuals already
facing significant life challenges. MSC evidence also
suggested that the SIRC helped external agencies stay
open and keep interacting with their clients safely.
One key element of the response, according to
participants, was its work in opening a COVID-19
testing centre in the core neighbourhoods at Princess
Alexandra School, as well as a service hub at White
Buffalo Youth Lodge. In addition to enabling access
to testing for neighbourhood residents and the
homeless population, these spaces helped to connect
community residents with information about agencies
and services that were still available during the
pandemic.

“But, the actual outcomes are, did we keep people
safe? Did we keep people operating? Did we keep
people fed and housed? And I think the answer
is, yeah, we referred people to a lot of services,
we made sure that people knew where to go. And
more of those services continue to be available,
despite the uncertainty of the pandemic, because
of the masks we were putting out there, the safety
questions we were answering, all of that sort of
thing.”

INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

“Everything shutting down had a much larger
impact on the most vulnerable in our city. And at
the beginning we were very concerned about the
spread in that population being unchecked and
untested, and potentially really bad. But I have
a feeling that the response played a role in that
maybe not happening in the same way.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

Housing was another area of focus in the response,
including the provision of “hotel” spaces for individuals
to safely self-isolate and access to transitional
housing.
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Throughout the pandemic, many people had more questions than
agencies had answers for. However, the speed in which SIRC was set up,
along with the speed of communication with external bodies, helped
organizations to stay open and direct people to other agencies to fulfill
their needs (e.g., foodbank).
If one organization was not able to fulfil a need (e.g., internet
connectivity, providing PPE, providing food) they knew where to look
within the SIRC to direct individuals to the right place. Likely, this helped
people navigate the emergency easier and MSC participants spoke
about how they were able to keep providing uninterrupted services in a
safe, meaningful way.
Further, a number mentioned how they saw shifts in their organizational
or job roles because of their involvement in the SIRC to address more
immediate needs.
As one participant said, this change will now be a permanent part of
their organization’s role:
“The SIRC was a communications and procurement lifeline for us
as we navigated the shifting and on-going adaptations of our
service-delivery model, which was needed to comply with both
medical health orders and to continue our mission and service to
our vulnerable neighbors.”
NON-ICS AGENCY MSC

“We were also able to keep abreast of changes and work of other
agencies, and able to access required critical resources to enable
uninterrupted services to those we serve.”
NON-ICS AGENCY MSC

“Food security became highlighted during COVID. Our staff shifted
their roles to include pressing needs (such as food security,
technology, activity kits), which was a more minor part of their job
previously. Our staff will continue to work in these areas going

“I think the biggest impact
we saw was the people that
were being served. Our city did
suffer tremendous impact with
the amount of closures that
happened. And we had seen
a lot of consequences of that.
And so to imagine how much
worse it would have been if we
didn’t have the hub … [if] there
wasn’t a consistent point of
contact for people.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

“It felt as though we were
making a difference. We had
the hotels in place. We had
people who were homeless
who needed to isolate. They
were able to do that. We
did get the structure with
the housing authority, which
had never existed before
in place … Actually, now we
have permanently housed
individuals through that
process.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

forward.”

NON-ICS AGENCY MSC
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Information and Resources
In order for these services to operate safely
and effectively, they needed access to
reliable sources of information (including
government requirements and guidelines) and
the resources to be able to work safely in a
pandemic environment, including access to PPE.
Responding to the first requirement, the SIRC
Safety Officer and connections with sources,
including the Saskatchewan Health Authority,
helped provide up-to-date information to
members and other service agencies in the
community:
“I think the incident command structure
really helped for sure. And, in some ways
it helped most for those who were in it. I
think it sometimes created confusion or
frustration for those who were trying to
access it, but it gave us some clarity about
how to move around information, make
decisions, make sure we’re covering all
holes, that sort of thing. For instance, we
probably wouldn’t have come up with a
safety officer, and then it turned out that
getting safety information into this sector
was actually the most important thing that
was needed, and having built up some
capacity in that space really was a critical
part of the response.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

MSC evidence from external agencies also
suggested that access to timely, accurate, and
tailored information had a positive impact on
how they were able to deliver service. The unified
nature and speed of communication of the
SIRC on COVID related information (including
facts, information on testing and services) was
mentioned by multiple external participants
as a major benefit of interacting with the SIRC.
Numerous MSC respondents mentioned that the
SIRC was their agency’s sole source of COVID-19
information that they used to pass along to the
communities that they serve. Finally, having
one source of trusted consistent messaging
appears to have helped eliminate doubt about
information and helped the flow of information
from the SIRC structure into the community
through organizations:

“The SIRC offered a critical communications network
that allowed us to keep our guests informed of what
was happening in the community, and how they might
access emergency resources – such as shelter, food
security, harm reduction, etc. Messaging was not only
current, but strategically suited for our vulnerable
neighbors, which is so important to bring assurance
and reduce the anxiety they were feeling during the
unfolding of the pandemic.”
NON-ICS AGENCY MSC

“Hubs allowed people requiring services to access
them at a central location easily accessible to all;
messaging was consistent through agencies delivering
services to users who access services through multiple
agencies. For many, information spread through the
inter-agency response was their only news of covid-19
and required protocols as they did not have access to
phone/internet, etc. Food security was addressed from
the get-go with many thankful people accessing this
service.”
NON-ICS AGENCY MSC

One additional outcome outlined by external MSC
participants was that the SIRC provided valuable guidance
to help them navigate through COVID-19. Participants
referred to accurate information and reassurance that
a team ‘had their back’ and best interests in mind.
Trust appears to be a factor in this guidance, as many
participants here appear to have trusted the SIRC
information, advice, and guidance provided. One can
assume that this guidance may have made agencies feel
as if they weren’t ‘in it alone’ and had a support system
they could rely on to make decisions and provide safe
services to community members:
“There were so many stresses and unknowns about
covid, it was so helpful to have a team who was
doing the work in the background and ensuring they
always had the most up to date information and were
conscious about making accessible to everyone.”
NON-ICS AGENCY MSC

“With many mixed messages being presented at the
beginning of the pandemic it was extremely helpful to
have the ‘command centre’ and associated groups set
up to help navigate through challenges to both help
community members and agencies alike.”
NON-ICS AGENCY MSC
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Securing PPE, including the funding necessary to purchase it,
was another key focus of the SIRC, particularly of the logistics
and finance sections. As the response started up, there was
uncertainty related to what types of PPE would be required,
the supply available for non-medical use, and what funding, if
any, would be available to purchase the equipment.

“And then the finances that were
able to be put in place, the policies
that were able to change, the
coordination for PPE distribution and
the support that organizations got
through, that was huge.”

However, funding support was secured through partnerships
with funders and the quick creation of a fundraising portal
(discussed further in External Factors).

Response Capacity
Internally, one significant change participants
mentioned was the speed of the response.
Namely, the SIRC structure appears to have set up
collaboration between organizations that allowed
some decisions to be made much faster than
normally. Organizations were able to get on the ‘same
page’ quicker, enabling them to work together more
efficiently:

INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

“In front line service delivery we are constantly
facing barriers due to process and “red-tape”.
These barriers have an immense impact on our
ability to effectively respond to ever changing
trends in the community. The inter-agency
response proved that decisions can be made
quickly and money can move around quickly.”
INTERNAL ICS MSC

“Community development requires all participants
to be at the table—an fulsome understanding of
each other’s work, areas where that work overlaps,
barriers to understanding each other and the
coming together for a common agenda are all
critical pieces— we saw all of this happen in a very
short timeframe.”

INTERNAL ICS MSC
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One change noted in both interviews and responses
from internal MSC participants was a shift in operating
procedures for some individuals and teams working
within larger institutions.
Specifically, the crisis nature of the situation provided
an opportunity for these groups to modify their
‘typical’ patterns of work, allowing them to become
more flexible and collaborative with community
organizations and ultimately more effective in
their efforts to serve vulnerable individuals and
communities.
Two participants specifically described how the
power dynamics between some of these groups
within larger institutions and community shifted to be
more equitable, and another spoke to the increase
in transparency which enabled greater focus on the
needs of marginalized populations in Saskatoon.
Multiple responses, including from individuals both
inside of these institutional settings and those who
worked with them in the response, outlined how the
SIRC experience enabled them to step outside of the
‘normal’ way of doing things and thus serve as a better
partner:
“I think what happened is COVID really just
shattered those tethers and people were allowed
to just go and be creative and do authentic
partnership in the community, which was really
fun. I know some of my colleagues grew up, we’ve
all talked about that too. I know it’s weird to talk
about COVID and talk about your work and some
of it being fun, but it was different. I was a different
way of working, which was good and I hope we
continue that.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

“Government organizations like Saskatchewan
Health Authority, Education and City of Saskatoon
supporting the work that needed to be done
rather than trying to control it. CBO’s and people
in the community were trusted to do what
was needed. CBO’s came together and shared
resources and funding rather than competing
against each other.”

“We need to trust the CBO’s who are connected
to the community and continue to ask them what
they need rather than tell them what they should
be doing. When CBO’s and Gov’t Organizations
come together like they did during COVID then our
collective capacity increases without adding new
staff or resources.”
INTERNAL ICS MSC

“I sense that my unit is more attuned to the
multiple, complex realities of vulnerable sector
organizing and more willing to be nimble at

responding—as a better partner, perhaps, and
more adept at stepping out of its norm for a crisis.”
INTERNAL ICS MSC

Interview participants also identified the ability of SIRC
to advocate for community needs in the pandemic,
as while it included representatives from different
organizations and institutions, it was not directly
controlled by any one of them:
“I think that advocacy coming from the InterAgency was able to take a stronger stance in some
ways than some organizations would be able to
take. So a letter from the Inter-Agency or from
[individual] could take a different tone, than city
employees or some community based organization,
especially the more hierarchical or bureaucratic
ones … So there was a bit more freedom, I think, for
the Inter-Agency to be a stronger advocate.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

“We need to find a better
balance between this being
supported by systems without
being absorbed by systems.
Because what worked about it, is
that it wasn’t part of the system.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

INTERNAL ICS MSC
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The Additional Costs Attributed to
the SIRC by ICS Participants

made retrospectively, which could lead to either over-

Survey respondents were asked to estimate costs in

worded in a general sense, some participants

in-kind costs that organizations contributed towards

not just for themselves. As a result, the numbers here

external agencies.

an accurate representation of the additional costs

or under-estimating the value of the time committed.
Additionally, as the question regarding costs was

several categories in order to explore the financial and

estimated costs for their team or department and

the SIRC as well as the additional funds requested by

should be viewed as indicative of a trend and not as

A general trend in the data indicates that the costs of
the SIRC were greater than could be stated based on

a simple financial analysis of SIRC’s costs. Specifically,
while the SIRC was able to state how much was spent

on PPE, supplies, food, technology, contracts, and other
key items to the response, evidence from the survey

suggested that the true cost of the SIRC may actually
be significantly higher when additional ‘hidden’ costs

such as the labour value of seconded and reallocated

staff are taken into account, as well as additional funds
leveraged from other granting sources.

associated with SIRC’s work.

In the survey, participants were asked whether they

were compensated financially for their time in the SIRC.
Namely, whether they were either paid their regular

wage by their employer or received contracts. 74% of

respondents indicated that they were either fully (65%)
or partly (9%) compensated for their time spent with
the SIRC. To get a clearer picture of how much was

contributed by employers of ICS members, participants
who said they were compensated were asked to
estimate a dollar amount associated with their

In presenting these values, it is important to note

individual compensation (calculated by the number

asked participants to estimate the hidden costs they

the 18 participants who said they were compensated,

be considered the true cost. The estimates were also

$344,070.50 ranging from $37.50 to $50,000.

some caveats regarding data accuracy. As the survey

of hours worked with SIRC by their hourly wage). Of

contributed towards the SIRC, these values cannot

they estimated the total cost of their contribution was

The majority of survey participants (65%) indicated they were
compensated financially for their work with the IAR.
65%
Yes, I was compensated.
26%
No, I was not compensated.
9%
I was partly compensated.
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Survey participants were also asked whether their agency received financial
support from the SIRC.
Over three-quarters of respondents indicated that they did not receive financial
support (78%). However, of the 22% of participants (5 individuals) who indicated
that they did receive support, they indicated that they spent it on PPE or cleaning
supplies (50%), staffing (20%), food or water (20%), and housing support (10%).

78% of survey participants said their agency did not receive
financial support from the IAR.
No, my agency did not
receive support.
Yes, my agency did
receive support.

78%

22%

Further, 35% of participants (8 out of 23) indicated that

they received funding from sources outside of the SIRC.
Other sources included donations (25% of responses),
City of Saskatoon (19%), other local funders (19%), the
Government of Canada (19%) and other grants (19%).

Those eight participants estimated that the additional

Many participants indicated that they provided
additional administration or staff support as
part of their involvement in IAR. When combined,
a higher amount indicated that they provided
technological support and unpaid labour hours.

funding total was $1,322,000.00. It is important to

note one outlier, namely that one survey respondent

indicated receiving $1,000,000.00, with the remaining

Additional admin or staff support

In addition to funding, survey participants were asked

Tech support

ranging from $14.00 to $150,000.00.

7

to indicate whether their agencies provided any

additional resources to the SIRC (e.g., PPE, additional
staff, technology support, information, etc.). Being

Unpaid labour hours

allowed to select more than one option, many

11

6

3

participants indicated that their agencies provided

PPE

responses; 34%), technological support (7 out of 32;

2
Coordination of logistics (supplies)

Finally, survey participants were asked to estimate the

1
Access to information

additional administrative or staff supports (11 out of 32
22%), or unpaid labour hours (6 out of 32; 19%).

approximate cost of additional administrative or staff

time and, among 12 participants, the totalled estimate

1
Staff transportation

Once again, this survey evidence points to a trend that

1
HR time

was $165,000.00 and had a range of $0 to $50,000.00.

the cost of the SIRC may be higher than what can be
reported through SIRC records alone.
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Long-Term Outcomes
One significant internal change that participants noted was
an increased awareness of the socioeconomic inequities that
existed between individuals and communities in Saskatoon prior
to the arrival of COVID-19.
MSC responses included realizations of inequities both internally
(within themselves or their organizations) and externally
(between organizations, as a group, or in government decisions
and policies). One participant mentioned how COVID-19 directly
highlighted these inequities in society, making it now impossible
to deny or ignore. Others mentioned how the SIRC can help
inform advocacy to ensure we don’t return to ‘how things were
before’:
“It’s [the SIRC] important because it means we no longer
have to convince people that this gap is there. It’s become
very obvious. - Internal ICS MSC
I think we are aware that not only is COVID not over but
we’ve seen our vulnerability to all kinds of pandemics that
can happen when a virus mutates into a form that attacks
humans. And so ... maybe we feel a heightened sense now
that it’s important to solve social problems.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

It is possible that SIRC helped to illuminate systemic issues that
affect Saskatoon’s vulnerable population on a day-to-day basis
in such a way that it is impossible to ignore. Evidence suggests
that the SIRC provided organizations with concrete examples of
how systems do not benefit everyone:
“One thing I saw was this group fiercely reminding our
leaders and public to not forget about the most vulnerable
as we all prepare for the impacts of COVID-19.”
INTERNAL ICS MSC

“Highlighting the social determinants
of health and the gaps that people are
experiencing is critical and important
for systems to understand so they
can think through and mitigate any
potential negative outcomes before
they occur; as a community and those
that do not work with, serve and/or see
the impacts on the community’s most
vulnerable, it is easy not to see and
realize this is an issue they should and
need to be concerned with; it gives an
opportunity for systemic racism work to
take hold and grow; it helps those made
vulnerable by policies and social/fiscal/
etc structures in our society.”
INTERNAL ICS MSC

“I think that Saskatoon, as elsewhere, has had to face the
fact that pre-existing inequities in our midst need to be
addressed—and to not do so is at everyone’s peril.”
INTERNAL ICS MSC
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One of the most common themes noted by MSC
participants was how the SIRC created efficient
and timely connections between organizations in
Saskatoon.
Appearing to stem from a sense of comradery and
a desire to do good for the community, participants

describe how the structured nature of the ICS helped
them to collaborate with others and, ultimately,
provide better service for whoever
needed it:
“Knowing there was an organized structure and
chain of command (albeit informal) based in
the community helped us be a responsive and
collaborative partner with others seeking to help
our vulnerable neighbours. The SIRC gave us
the mechanism to work together effectively and
quickly to maneuver our respective organizations
with a collective community response. The
SIRC also interfaced other community partners
such as funders/donors, health and safety
professionals, and civic leaders to support
with solutions-based strategies, and help with
procuring (and financing) PPE, bottled water,
take-away containers, cleaning supplies. Without
the help of the SIRC, our staff would have been
even more stretched to find answers, resources
and assurance that our responses were on par
with medical health orders. Without the financial
connections via the SIRC, our organization would
have had increased stress to secure more grants/
donations to cover added/new costs.”
NON-ICS AGENCY MSC

Further, there are indications that participants believe
that the connections they were able to make as a
result of the SIRC will help them to better Saskatoon
above and beyond any response to COVID-19. A
more ‘community-first’ approach may have been
encouraged through the structure of collaboration
set for by the SIRC, fostering long-lasting connections
(organizationally or personally), trust, and respect
between organizations that could potentially be
used to help address small (logistics, supplies, etc.)
and large (poverty reduction) future problems in
Saskatoon:
“The best part of what I observed about the
Interagency Response was that it brought
so many CBO’s together in support of the
community. It clearly demonstrated what is
possible when agencies work together in a
systematic, coordinated effort. It is my belief
that this opened a doorway for agencies to work
together in this way moving forward, not just as
a one- time pandemic/crisis response, but as a
permanent way of collaborating across various
mandates. It allowed agencies to get to know
each other better, to share information, support,
and resources as one big team of CBO’s who
all worked for the community’s best interests. It
also provided a centralized hub to facilitate what
could easily become a much broader and deeper
vehicle to achieve collective impact, over time.”
NON-ICS AGENCY MSC

“I think the way that we’re all able to come
together, brought a lot of that interconnectedness
that I talked about and new friendships and
relationships and opportunities to connect after,
and build partnerships and initiatives, are one of
the things that is definitely going to come out of
this.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT
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Additional evidence suggested that the SIRC created
an environment where organizations work with others
and build relationships with the purpose of working
towards the greater well-being of the community.
Seeing others in need and the desperate nature of
the situation in March, April, and May led to a context
where responses had to be fast and coordinated.
This meant that organizations would have to work
together or risk failing some of those identified as
vulnerable. Participants appear to be satisfied, even
proud, of the degree to which the organizations in
SIRC worked together. Many mentioned the response
as one that inspired more collective action in
Saskatoon for other problems in the community, with
several participants raising as evidence the recent
example of the coordinated response to rehouse
families affected by the Northwoods (City Centre) Inn
closure:
“A cohesive response that effectively has
brought numerous agencies and systems
together to work collectively (this benefited
and was modeled in a non-COVID issue re the
Northwoods housing response).

“Those partnerships that we’ve built in COVID now
… the relocation of the people that were at City
Center Suites or the Northwoods last week, that all
happened because we all work together in COVID.
That response would have been a lot different
if we didn’t already have those relationships …
we had connections all together from doing the
work that we had been doing. And so when the
response was needed, it happened really quickly.
And again, we saw that we could bring resources
together really quickly and staffing and get people
support really quickly.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

“The crisis compelled our community agencies to
become interconnected, and we certainly needed
the help of others to solve some of the issues we
faced. The relationships and true collaboration
that formed in the midst of this crisis is invaluable
(and maybe enviable), as our collective focus was
solidified on our vulnerable neighbors who needed
our help.”
INTERNAL ICS MSC

INTERNAL ICS MSC

Comparison to Other Communities
While this evaluation focused specifically on the Saskatoonbased response to COVID-19, the global nature of the
pandemic invited comparisons to what other communities
were doing in response.
In particular, several participants commented on what
they knew about the work being done in Regina and other
Saskatchewan communities. Although further research and
evaluation would be required to make a rigorous comparison
with other centres, the quotes below demonstrate that the
general impression was that the SIRC response was more
effective than similar efforts elsewhere in Saskatchewan
and Canada.

“I know that it’s talked about around the
country, and just talking with colleagues
across the country, and even around
the province that didn’t have the same
level of coordinated support. We did
some really fantastic work, and I’m not

saying that we, like as in me. But just the
community did. I think it really should be
celebrated.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

“We heard some messages
from other cities, where they were
wishing that this kind of work was
happening in their city.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT
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Factors Supporting or Hindering
the Response
In this evaluation process, we were also interested in identifying the factors that
either enabled the SIRC’s work to be successful or acted as a barrier. The following
two sections examine key factors raised by participants, divided broadly into those
that fell outside the scope of the SIRC (external) and those that relate to how the
SIRC functioned (internal).

External Factors
As noted above, numerous participants commented on
how the SIRC brought together multiple organizations
and individuals quickly with focus and with minimal

conflict. When asked for possible reasons to explain
this success, some participants spoke to how the

emergency nature of the crisis itself helped to focus
energies and bring partners together:

“None of the problems were new, except where we
had a pandemic. But everything was exacerbated
and more visible to people who had decision-

making power, and in an emergency time were

more willing to make decisions in a way that they
usually wouldn’t.”

INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

“I think, because this was new and everybody
was terrified. Nobody knew what to do. And I think
because nobody had the answers and everybody

understood that nobody knew, and nobody was
trying to pretend that they did. And so I think it
leveled the playing field really quickly. It took a lot
of egos that often exist out of play because really
no one had the answer and nobody knew what to
do.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

Supporting this, over half of the survey participants
(13 out of 23; 57%) indicated that the reason they got
involved was because they wanted to contribute to
a response to COVID-19. Only 13% of participants (3
out of 23) said that they were involved because their
employer mandated it.

The majority of survey participants said they got involved with the IAR
because they wanted to contribute to a response to COVID-19.
13
Wanted to contribute to a response
4
Normal job was put on hold
3
Employer mandated
2
Fit with our job or organizational roles
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Although the pandemic served as a powerful motivator
for collaboration, it cannot fully explain the outlined
strengths of Saskatoon’s response compared to
other communities.
One factor raised by multiple participants that was
unique to Saskatoon was the degree of existing
relationships between SIRC members, with many
of them fostered through previous communitywide initiatives. The work of the Safe Community
Action Alliance (SCAA) coordinators, who initiated
conversations with members of that group in the
early days of the pandemic and later transitioned
into leadership roles with SIRC, was specifically cited
by several interview participants, along with similar
partnership tables and groups in the city:
“When [individual] sends me an email, I respond
... because [individual] and I have a relationship,
and a working relationship … SCAA has worked
really hard to build relationships in this sector,
and people who are both housing providers, or in
that space who used to not talk to one another,
and have gripes about how the other operated,
now sit on working groups together and operate
together. And so, when we get in a Zoom call, sure,
there might be people who don’t like each other,
but it doesn’t matter because we have all been for
literally years now signing on to a commitment to
do better together. And so, when it’s like, ‘Okay, we
need to work now.’ This is now a different type of
work. But, you get a call from one of these people
and it’s like, ‘We need this, will you do it?’”

“Many different social tables, social funding tables,
United Way, different people are on different
boards. Saskatoon, we think is so big, but yet we’re
so small too. Everybody knows someone who sits
on some board, like we’re really volunteer-heavy.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

The degree of support provided by local organizations
towards the initiative was also raised by several
participants. Specifically, multiple agencies provided
in-kind support, primarily through staff secondments
(official and unofficial) to contribute to the SIRC. In
addition to the two SCAA coordinators mentioned
above, multiple agencies and institutions seconded
staff to the response. When asked how they got
involved with the SIRC, 57% of survey respondents
indicated that they were either seconded by their
employer (8 out of 23; 35%) or volunteered to help
(5 out of 23; 22%). A smaller number of participants
indicated that they were contracted or were involved
because it directly related to their existing job
responsibilities or role. This was supported by one
interviewee:
“So just lots of in-kind personnel time, like tons all
across the board. Almost every name that you see
on [the ICS] chart was in-kind secondments from
an agency.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

The majority of survey
participants got
involved with the IAR
by being seconded by
their employer or by
volunteering.

Seconded by my
employer

8
5

Volunteered
3

Contracted

Existing job
responsibility/role

3

SCAA involvement

2

Recruited by
someone involved

2
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Participants also noted the support
provided by different levels of
government, which included seconded
staff from the City of Saskatoon as well
as specific support from the Emergency
Management Organization (EMO) in
implementing the ICS.
At the provincial level, several
Saskatchewan Health Authority (SHA)
staff also participated in the response
by providing information through a
dedicated liaison to the response.
Representatives from the provincial
Ministry of Social Services and
other ministries also participated in
discussions regarding housing and other
provincial-level supports.
However, some participants noted that
there were difficulties in communication
and coordination with these entities.
Finally, interviewees noted that the
federal government provided some
financial support, including specifically
around housing supports.

“[The provincial government’s]
rigidity and the difficulty in
collaborating with them was
very challenging.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

“The leadership from the EMO … From the city as well. I
know the province and the SHA had their own emergency
operation center separate from this. But just having the
guidance from the one that we were kind of embedded or
connected to was more the city one I think.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

“There were federal funds that were distributed, there were
funds to the city of Saskatoon and United Way. And so,
because we were able to flow those into one system rather
than splitting those funds up amongst a bunch of agencies
that probably wouldn’t have ended up working as well as
it did. We were able to then do huge bulk purchases of
[PPE] which was cost effective and cost savings for all the
agencies and allowed for things like that. So the money that
became available to flow into that became really important.
In the sheltering branch, the money that came through the
federal government for housing responses to COVID.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

As noted earlier, access to funds was crucial for purchasing and
distributing PPE to community agencies. In addition to the federal
funding described above, participants specifically mentioned
funding provided by the Saskatoon Community Foundation
and through United Way of Saskatoon and Area. These two
organizations also launched a portal for online community
fundraising towards the response.
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Internal Factors
One of the key internal characteristics was the use
of ICS as an Incident Management Framework, which
was provided to SIRC by the City of Saskatoon’s EMO in
response to an initial need to provide structure to the
response.
“Well, there’s chaos. You needed to address chaos
right at the beginning. That’s the nature of pulling
together out to respond to a crisis. So that’s why
you have an ICS, right? [Participant 2] Yeah. It was
organized and we organized it. So that’s how I look
at it. It got organized in a hurry and I don’t really
have any complaints about that. It’s just that it
was chaotic at first because it’s an emergency
and everybody’s going, “Who’s in charge of this.
‘Who does what? What do we do?’”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

Participant responses to the effectiveness of the use of
an ICS structure was mixed. While most acknowledged
the benefits it provided, particularly in the early days
and weeks of the response when there was a large
degree of uncertainty, others critiqued the hierarchy
it imposed on organizations used to working in a
more collaborative fashion, as well as whether it was
an appropriate approach to working with Indigenous
organizations and communities:
“Well, I know the structure challenged [individual]
and others at the start. Just because we’re not
so used to working in a hierarchical manner,
but it was really beneficial, especially in those
early days to have that structure. And to have
somebody as the key point that was making
decisions.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

“I think, where a lot of people felt really tripped
up. And I think there’s a structure and I think even
the coordinators were saying, “It’s not us. This is
what we need to do during times of crisis that
there needs to be accountable people and a
command structure.” And that’s very foreign. It’s
foreign for a lot of... I mean, it shouldn’t be foreign
for institutions. But it’s certainly foreign for the
social economy in which we are existing together

“I think it points to the whole question about an
ICS structure ... What are the pros and cons of
implementing paramilitary hierarchical structure
into a setting, where it’s so different from how the
work usually happens?”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

The dedication and commitment of SIRC members,
including those working in leadership capacities, were
mentioned as key internal factors that created positive
outcomes from an ICS structure. In addition to the
hard work committed by most (if not all) members,
participants also noted the important factor of being
able to adapt to rapidly changing circumstances and
learn quickly in the face of the crisis:
“I’ve known [individual] a little bit ... everything I’ve
seen from the leadership ... has been, ‘Let’s get
things done.’”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

“I think that commitment from everybody across
the board, no matter what they were doing …
Some people work hard in workplaces and some
people not so much. I honestly did not meet one
person who was not pulling their weight or more.
So when you’re hearing that all the time, you’re
much more willing to do that as well. Because you
know everybody is doing it.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

“Yeah, I think it was that there’s a lot of people
talking the talk, but you don’t know what happens
when you’re actually in the fire. And then our
experience, we could see that we were all really
committed to what we were doing and actioning
things and pushing for things in working on things.
I think being able to not just hear about what
people are doing, but to see them making things
happen, allowed a lot of respect and a trust of
each other.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

in this way. And I feel like that is very similar to
how colonial systems work. And people get really
frustrated with that.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT
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When asked about specific elements about the
structure that did not work as well, communication was
raised. While the frequency of meetings within teams
was noted as helpful, particularly in the earlier phases
of the response, participants also reported confusion
regarding the lines of communication. This was
especially noted when participants described how preexisting relationships between SIRC members made
it easier to directly contact an individual rather than
submit information through the “proper” channels.
Some interview participants also shared stories of
missed communications or feeling “out of the loop”
as a result of decisions being made at higher levels
not always being communicated to other groups on a
timely basis:
“I think having daily meetings for communication
was helpful, like the priority briefings in the
morning.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

“It wasn’t necessarily disagreements with the
structure, but it had our old ways of working,
and our old communication networks … It wasn’t
resistance, I wouldn’t say, it was just a matter
of working differently, and being aware of that.
Because we naturally fall in those old patterns of
how we would communicate.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

“We weren’t really very clear on how to
communicate with people higher above.
Sometimes it was easier for people who had
relationships with [individual], like the personal
relationships within the group, they could just go
directly to [specific individuals], so there was a lot
of overlap in communication. It wasn’t very clear
on the roles, but again, this whole thing was really
new, so everybody was just trying to learn as we
went.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

“The incident command turned into this very
hierarchical thing. The closer you were to the
top, it was easier to communicate. Like our group
didn’t have a clue.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

“The one conversation that I did have ... was
around communication and how I felt that it did
need to flow a little bit better down as opposed
to up. That would be the one piece [that didn’t
work well]. I do think that going forward, if we
did it again, I think that communication would
probably not have that little bump that it had
with this particular structure, but as it was new
to many of us, and it was a new concept that we
would have this command hierarchy that would
direct everyone, right? Everyone’s so used to
working in their own little spot and then moving
forward that way. So that would be the one piece.
The communication from time to time had some
bumps.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

External communications were also flagged as an area
for future improvement, including strong involvement
of the communications team in broader decisionmaking processes.
One area that was specifically raised as a concern with
regards to internal and external communication was
around the process of identifying funding needs, as
well as the need for greater transparency of funding
criteria. Although the 401 forms were used to identify
funding needs, the fact that they were not specifically
created for this purpose but adapted from another
context caused difficulty for both funding decisions
and need identification.
The funding maybe could have been a little bit
more clear, how those decisions are being made ...
we heard complaints from a lot of, well, I shouldn’t
say a lot, but a few organizations who applied
and didn’t receive any kind of acknowledgement,
receipt of acknowledgement … that process could
have been a little bit better.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

I don’t know who decides who got the money ...,
how do we decide which groups get PPE?”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

That speaks to the complexity and the
misunderstanding of what that 401 form was for …
we thought it was a funding request mechanism
… So that only really got understood as it
progressed. So that needed to be clear.
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT
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Discussions, recommendations,
and conclusions
The preceding section of this report, Findings, presented the direct insights
identified through the data; or more succinctly, “What Happened.”
This section builds on those themes to answer two key questions: “So What?”
and “Now What?” Specifically, we provide insights on the structure of the
response as well as specific recommendations for future initiatives as well
as further research and evaluation.

Structure of the SIRC
As noted in the findings section, there was a range
of responses to the use of the ICS for SIRC. Some
participants found it a useful approach for organizing
the response, particularly in the initial days and weeks
of the crisis. As noted by one interview participant,
organizing frameworks for community collaboration
would not have been appropriate for an emergency
situation where decisions needed to be made rapidly:
“I know that a constellation model wouldn’t have
worked. No. Because it was too urgent. And to
have a consensus making model decision making
process would not have worked. It was too urgent.
People needed to have roles and they needed to
have authority to make decisions that were in the
best interest of the work. But then you also needed
to make sure that the right people then were in
those roles.”

At the same time, others felt that the structure was
not appropriate given the nature of the crisis, the
existing relationships among response members, and
the potential incompatibilities of using a hierarchical
structure when working with Indigenous organizations
and communities.
Through the course of the response, the ICS model
was modified extensively to better meet the needs of
those participating in SIRC and the communities that
they served, suggesting that the “standard” ICS may
not be completely appropriate for this context. If that
is the case, how can we determine when to use ICS as
opposed to another approach? We suggest that there
are two primary considerations to take into account,
namely the complexity of the crisis and the degree of
existing relationships and trust existing amongst the
key players.

INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT
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For complexity, we are informed by frameworks such
as degree of uncertainty2 and the cynefin model3
that categorizes situations as simple, complicated,
complex, or chaotic. Simple issues are well-known
with established procedures for addressing them: so
long as the procedure is followed by someone with
the needed resources and appropriate skill level,
the problem can be solved with near-guaranteed
success, similar to following a cooking recipe. A
complicated problem is associated with either social
disagreement or technical uncertainty that introduces
an unavoidable risk of failure, such as a marketing
campaign or a rocket launch. However, such failures
can be analyzed to identify points of failure and devise
procedures for reducing risk. Complex situations
bring numerous “unknowns” (both technical and
social), emergent situations, and nonlinear effects
that preclude the use of recipes or “best practices”
approaches, with parenting a child being a classic
example. Finally, chaotic scenarios have a very high
degree of uncertainty, with a lack of control and
predictability together with an overriding focus on
stabilizing the situation.
The philosophy underlying the ICS approach appears
to be centred on taking a chaotic situation, such
as a wildfire or chemical spill, and making use of a
hierarchy and established procedures to transform
that scenario into one that is “merely” complicated.
In the case of a global pandemic that brings massive
social and economic disruption alongside medical
effects over a relatively long duration (compared to a
short-term emergency), the rigidity of the ICS model
may not be appropriate.
As indicated through the collected data, one reason
that the structure succeeded to an appreciable degree
was because of the existing relationships and trust
amongst the SIRC members in general, and specifically
with the incident commander. If these connections
and trust did not exist to the same extent, it is entirely
possible that individuals and organizations would not
have participated to the same extent or may have
disengaged as the emergency extended from days
into weeks and months.

Because if you’re trying to build relationships
while also building a structure and a response,
you’re hooped if people don’t know each other.
I mean, if the EMO had tried to run this, if they
had tried to start this, it wouldn’t have worked.
Because if [individual] had been in the IC for
instance, and [individual] was the one calling
people and asking, there would have been a
level of authority there that people might have
responded to, but there wouldn’t have been
a level of trust and relationship, and goodwill.
Whereas when [individuals] do that, or even me,
people know that we’ve shown our investment at
the community level already, they don’t need to
wonder whether we also have skin in the game,
right?”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

Therefore, we believe that the reason the ICS structure
was able to facilitate the outcomes it did was because
of the people occupying each role, not necessarily
because of the structure itself. Without strong,
consistent voices who have worked with one another
(in some cases for many years) the ICS structure may
have shown more flaws than what was outlined in this
report.
In moving forward with emergency community
responses that affect the community over a longer
period of time, the temptation will continue to be there
to stabilize a chaotic situation into one that is simple
or complicated. While a high degree of existing trust
and relationships, a structure such as ICS predicated
on this approach can be used with modifications. At
the same time, it would be better to recognize when
the situation is in fact complex and use or adapt an
appropriate framework.

2. Zimmerman, B., Lindberg, C., & Plsek, P. (1998). edgeware: insights from complexity ideas for health care leaders. Irving, TX: VHA.
3. Snowden, D.J., & Boone, M.E. (2007). A leader’s framework for decision making. Harvard Business Review, 85(11), 68-77.
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Recommendations
1. Enhance Community Voice and
Engagement
One strong theme to emerge from the interviews was
concerns of the strength of community and some
working member’s voices in the SIRC structure.

Specifically, interviewees pointed out that, due to the
required urgency of the response, that decision making
sometimes lacked the necessary input from those who
it would directly affect. For example:
“I think making space is important, and I know
that that’s always a challenge. I think that’s a
challenge for folks. It’s very hard to let particularly
indigenous people lead. Their style may not look
like leadership, it may not feel like leadership,
it may not be what is the norm. And I think it
becomes really challenging not to get that
overhauled. And I feel like that’s where some folks
were a little bit frustrated. And what happens is
indigenous people vote with their feet, and they
just fall back.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

“One thing that we didn’t do and it was just not
for lack of oversight or willingness on anybody’s
part, but it was just the level of urgency and
rapidness of how we needed to respond, but it
would have been great to involve more people
with lived experience of who our target population
is. With how we engaged in the work and how
we delivered the work, and that. But it was just
a matter of survival mode. So it’s not a criticism,
it’s just in an ideal world if we had to do it all
over again and we could pre plan what our crisis
was, it would be great to help to involve that
component...

So the population wasn’t defined to be Indigenous,
and the incident command response wasn’t
an Indigenous, or an Indigenized response. But
just by nature of the systemic racism and the
policy barriers, and the creation of the structural
barriers to the system, a good portion of that, the
vulnerable population that we’re focusing on, was
indigenous. So it would have been great to have
guidance from an Elder and inclusion in different
ways of Indigenous ways of knowing, and protocol.
But like I said it was just a matter of trying to
respond as quick as we could and as best as we
could.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

These quotes demonstrate some of the need to include
more community voice into the ICS structure and we
suggest that needs to be put in place throughout the
entirety of the SIRC structure. Splitting the singular
incident command role so that is covered by two
(or more) individuals (i.e., a unified command role)
may provide more opportunities for Indigenous
voices to contribute to important decisions. Including
authentically including Indigenous peoples as part
of the operations leads or working groups so that
decision making, power, and voice is equitably shared
between groups.. Finally, adopting a consensus model
of decision making with multiple people having final
voting power may reduce the likelihood of some voices
overtaking others in a ICS structure.
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2. Maintain and Grow
Relationships

3. Apply the SIRC Approach to Other
Community Issues

One of the key reasons why SIRC facilitated the
outcomes it did was because of existing relationships
between key actors in Saskatoon.

As was mentioned multiple times throughout this
report, we saw evidence from participants who strongly
advocated that the SIRC could be an approach to
follow to mitigate additional community issues.

Multiple times throughout the interview and MSC
process participants mentioned involvement in
the SCAA or having worked with the SIRC incident
command in the past. Without these relationships, the
implementation of the SIRC would have been delayed
or weakened. Further, other key actors that worked with
the SIRC, such as specific individuals and teams within
municipal and provincial government departments
and agencies, now have created or enhanced
relationships with organizations on the front-line in
Saskatoon.
As previously outlined, this has begun to shift power
from institutions to community and has shaped
organizations’ understanding of the role they can play
within the vulnerable sector. We recommend that the
relationships built in SIRC (including any activities
and efforts previously put in place) be maintained
in order to ensure a robust aura of communication,
collaboration, and reduce duplication of services or
competition for funds.

COVID-19 further exposed existing equities and the
lessons learned from this report could be used to form
a structure that meaningfully addresses them. By
working together and shifting power, this same group
of agencies could use this experience to respond to
other community emergencies and systemic issues
such as poverty. We recommend that the SIRC build
on its success and the lessons learned from this report
and apply it to issues facing Saskatoon with the same
urgency it held during COVID-19. This may be more
feasible now that relationships and collaboration
between government and community have been
formed and acted upon.

As the SIRC has shown, if different types of
organizations and key actors in the community work
together, share resources, and act on behalf of what is
best for the vulnerable sector, then a response to any
given problem can be more effective.
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4. Properly Resource Community
Organizations to Build Community
Capacity for Future Crises
Two of the key factors identified that contributed to the
successful response in Saskatoon included the building
of trusting relationships and connections among
community agencies (facilitated by previous initiatives,
such as SCAA) and the ability of organizations and
institutions to provide knowledgeable and adaptable
staff to the initiative while still continuing to work
towards their mandate.
Key funders, including government, should recognize
the role that these organizations and services play
in responding to acute and chronic crises in our
community and provide the needed resources for such
entities to both meet current demands and have the
capacity to address future challenges.
“So I think the one thing that we learned was
that, community has an essential role to play
in building good public policy. And we knew
that what we saw happen was systems and
governments recognize that we actually have a
place at the table. And so lessons learned for us is
that we need to keep connected to that work and
to keep magnifying our voice and ensuring that
we have a role to play.”

“The response needs adequate resourcing and
legitimization … from the systems that have
the resources to support the work. Without that
resourcing and legitimization, compromising the
very things that make the response effective.
Which is autonomy, which is like flexibility, which is
all these things.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

I think one of the things that if we had to step
into this response again, is ensuring that the right
people are in the right places. And I think some of
the things got filled really quickly with bodies that
were available, but weren’t necessarily the people
who were going to push actions forward. And that
hindered the momentum of some things.”
INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT

INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT
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Future Evaluation and
Research Directions
While this report presents an idea of the SIRC’s
impact as it stood in August of 2020, we believe there
are many opportunities for future evaluation and
research including:

1. A comparison of community
responses between Saskatoon and
other cities (both within and
outside of Saskatchewan).

3. An examination of the state of
the vulnerable sector in Saskatoon
if the SIRC had never been put into
place.

This could include the amount of PPE/funds given out,
the number of agencies able to stay open and keep
operating during lockdown, the infection rates within
the vulnerable sector between cities, and possibly the
longer-lasting impact of a response (or a lack of a
response). General findings from this report are quite
positive, but we recommend comparing the SIRC to
cities with similar responses and those without, as such
an analysis would further reveal the strengths and
weaknesses of the SIRC.

We struggled to concretely answer the ‘what-if’
questions raised by the evaluation committee and
interview participants. For example, one question
that we did not answer was the degree to which the
vulnerable sector in Saskatoon would have been
disadvantaged if the SIRC had not been there to safely
continue services. A comparison of key community
outcomes and statistics between Saskatoon and cities
operating in a similar context (taking into account
factors such as population and services available)
such as Winnipeg, Kitchener-Waterloo, or Edmonton
would be a worthy place to start.

2. Exploring the lived
experience of the pandemic.
As this report relied on data from SIRC agencies, we
recommend that one future research direction be one
that explores the effects of the pandemic, and any
corresponding SIRC migitations, through the eyes of
Saskatoon’s vulnerable population. This would need to
be done collaboratively with agencies and those with
lived experience but could provide valuable insights
into future implementations of the SIRC in Saskatoon.

4. A continuation of
evaluation of the SIRC.
We realize that the pandemic is still going and, to
fully explore the long-term outcomes of the SIRC,
we recommend treating this report as a preliminary
evaluation report and advocate for another evaluation
report to be completed after SIRC has been disbanded.
Further, we also recommend evaluating once 2-3 years
after the pandemic is declared over. While the SIRC
appears to have been effective in times of emergency,
this evaluation also found evidence of some potential
permanent changes in Saskatoon (e.g., shifts in
power; increased collaboration between agencies). To
determine whether these changes are long-lasting, we
would recommend that evaluators continue to collect
data focused on the personal, interpersonal, and
structural changes SIRC facilitated.
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5. The ultimate financial costs
and benefits of the SIRC response.
This report did its best to estimate the financial and inkind contributions of SIRC agencies, but it did not fully
capture the true cost of implementing an emergency
response structure from start to end because it relied
on second-hand data.
Information such as that would be valuable to
emergency planners, who could use this data to
advocate for the necessary funds to be set aside to
ensure competent emergency responses happen
quickly from the community level. We recommend
completing a dedicated study to determine the true
costs of the SIRC that includes a Social Return on
Investment analysis to determine the benefits those
true costs may have brought.

6. An understanding of how
contributing to the SIRC may have
affected organizations’ capacity or
ways of operating.
This report offered a look inside of the SIRC, but
evidence also suggested that participating
organizations also took away some lessons learned
and have implemented them into their daily practices
(e.g., shifting priorities to be more on the ground and in
the community to respond to needs). However, a more
wholesome exploration of this topic is needed to fully
understand the extent to which SIRC facilitated these
changes.

7. An environmental scan of other
emergency response structures
that could complement the SIRC
ICS.
This report examined the ICS structure in detail, but
these findings would benefit from an additional lens
of comparison between different types of emergency
structures. For example, it would be worth exploring
how a less-hierarchical command structure would
complement the SIRC or one that would respond to
other ways of operating better (e.g., a consensus
model).

8. An examination of how the SIRC
would work for slower-moving
emergencies (e.g., climatechange).
The ICS appears to have worked well for a fast-moving
context that needed split decisions to be made
because it was necessary and timely to do so, but
how would it work for other emergencies that won’t
necessarily be as in the public’s eye. Poverty reduction
and climate change would be good topics to start
research on.
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Conclusion
The COVID-19 pandemic posed an immediate challenge to communities around the
world, forcing individuals and organizations alike to rapidly adapt. While everyone
is vulnerable to the medical consequences of the illness, the past six months have
provided ample evidence that the effects of COVID-19 extend beyond the biological to
encompass economic, psychological, emotional, and social impacts.
Furthermore, such outcomes are disproportionally affecting individuals and
communities that already faced marginalization and discrimination before COVID-19.
Based on the evaluation process, it is clear that the SIRC succeeded in rapidly bringing
together multiple individuals, organizations, and institutions to respond collaboratively
to the effects of the pandemic on the Saskatoon community, particularly for those
already vulnerable. The evidence indicates that, although there were some areas for
improvement related to process, the response was effective in creating an environment
where it was easy to access and share information and resources which enabled key
services in Saskatoon to remain open.
Further, all evidence indicates that the SIRC enabled new avenues of cooperation
among Saskatoon agencies and opened the door to ongoing cooperation for other
problems facing the vulnerable population (e.g., poverty). This level of collaboration
may be unique among other cities within Western Canada (at minimum) and has
already been cited as supporting non-pandemic efforts including the response to the
Northwoods closure.
As the authors of this report, we (Micheal and Brian) hope that this document will serve
as a record of what was accomplished by the SIRC over five months in 2020, insights
for those looking to foster similar responses, and encouragement to those looking to
address complex community challenges.
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Appendix A:
Internal Survey Questions
The following was sent to members of the SIRC ISC
using Google Forms:
Please provide the following information to capture the
Interagency Response to COVID Contribution Analysis
feedback.
Please note - individual responses will be seen by the
evaluation committee members and used to inform a
report on the effectiveness, resourcing and impact of
the Incident Command Structure.
Aggregated data may be shared with community,
government and other agencies as needed.
Participation in this survey is voluntary. You are
welcome to quit at any time. Participants who choose
to complete the survey and submit responses will be
entered into a random draw for a $50 gift card to local
Saskatoon business of your choice.
The Survey is broken up into 4 sections:
Section
Section
Section
Section

1: Contact Information
2: Roles and responsibilities in the ICS
3: Resources and In-kind supports
4: Most significant change

Thank you for your continued support.
1. Your agency’s name
Open ended response
2. My primary role in the Incident command structure
was:
Command staff
General staff
Liaison connection
Working group lead
Working group participant
Client/program participant
Unsure
Volunteer
Other

3. How did you get involved with the Interagency
Response to COVID?
Volunteered
Seconded by my employer
Recruited by someone already invited
Contracted directly to work with the interagency
response
Other
4. Why did you get involved with the Interagency
Response?
Employer mandated
Wanted to contribute to the response
My ‘normal’ job was on hold due to COVID
Other
5. Were you being compensated (with wages) for
your involvement with the Interagency Response?
Yes
No
Other
6. Please provide a rough estimate of the resource
commitments from your employer (ex. hourly wage
X number of days working with the interagency
response) (n/a if you were not compensated)
Open ended response
7. Did your agency receive financial support from the
Interagency response to COVID?
Yes
No
Unsure
8. What was your interagency funding used for?
Check all that apply.
Staffing
Food supports
PPE and cleaning supplies
Water
Transportation
Not applicable
Unsure
Other
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9. Did you receive any additional funding from
these sources:
City of Saskatoon
Province of Saskatchewan
Government of Canada
Canadian Red Cross
Other local funder (Community Foundation,
United Way, etc.) not related to the Interagency
fund
Other grants
Research funder
Donations
Other
10. For community based agencies ONLY (if you work
in a system like health, city, government please
respond N/A). Please estimate how much COVID
impacted your operations (e.g., programming,
budget, staffing, etc.)
Open ended response
11. Did you and/or your agency provide any of these
additional resources to the Interagency Response?
Check all that apply.
Additional admin supports for me/the staff
involved in the interagency response
Additional staff hired at my agency to support
me being seconded to the interagency response
PPE (masks, cleaning supplies, gloves and/or
other critical supplies)
Meals/food for staff
Transportation for staff
Technology supports (zoom accounts, data,
phones, etc.)
Unpaid labour/volunteer hours
Other

For the next section we are looking to estimate the inkind and additional resources required to implement
the Interagency response. We know that so many
agencies and people contributed considerable
resources both monetary and in-kind. In order to
report on a contribution analysis - this information
is critical. Please take the time to consider all the
resources you/your agency contributed to support
your contribution to the Interagency response. List
as many examples as possible and use N/A for not
applicable.

If you are estimating contributions for the duration of
the interagency response please use 106 days.
Examples of physical/digital items may include: office
supplies, transportation costs, wifi/phone costs, food,
PPE or any other material items that you provided
without reimbursement to complete your role with
the work.
(open ended responses for the following)
12. Additional admin or staffing supports (Calculated
as: #hours X wage)
13. Total cost of your organization’s spending on
COVID-19 (physical and digital items, not including
wages; Calculated as: #items X cost)
14. Volunteer hours (above and beyond paid hours;
Calculated as: #hours X $20.00)
15. Any additional funding (amount of)/resources
directly related to the delivery of services for COVID
response
16. Any additional information regarding resources
that you would like to share?
17. What has been the most significant change
you have witnessed since becoming involved
with implementing the Inter-Agency Response to
Covid-19?
18. Why does that change matter to you? Why is it
important?
19. How did that change affect the people around you
(your organization, family, friends, etc.)? Why was it
important for them?

Thank you for participating. By submitting your
responses you are now entered into a draw for a $50
gift card of your choice.
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Appendix B:
Most Significant Change
Survey Questions
External organizations:
1. What has been the most significant impact of the InterAgency Response to Covid-19 on your organization?
2. Why did that impact matter in your organization? Why
was it important?
3. How did that impact effect the people you serve in
Saskatoon? Why was it important for them?

Individuals served by external organizations:
1. After interacting with the resources or people at the
Inter-Agency Response to Covid-19, what has been the
most significant change in your life?
2. Why did that change matter to you? Why was it
important?
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Appendix C:
Key Informant Interview
Questions
1. As we are unfamilSIRC with your role with the Interagency Response, could you describe it for us?
• What was your overall role?
• How did that look on a day-to-day basis?
• In terms of time per week, how much time did you
dedicated to the SIRC?
2. What were the reasons you volunteered to be part
of the SIRC?
• Why did it matter that you were involved…
• Personally?
• As an organization?
3. In your own opinion, what worked well about the
SIRC (general)?
• What worked well about the:
• Structure of the SIRC Command Structure
• The flow of communication between
individuals involved
• The distribution of resources
• Anything else?
4. In your own opinion, what didn’t work well about
the SIRC (general)?
• What didn’t work well about the:
• Structure of the SIRC Command Structure
• The flow of communication between
individuals involved
• The distribution of resources
• Anything else?
5. What were the internal (e.g., organizational
structure) factors that enabled the SIRC to work?
• What were the external factors (e.g., government
response) that enabled the SIRC to work?
• Potential probes include: Model / Command
structure; Relations within the network; Roles
played by different organizations and individuals;
organizational contribution; Resources and
supports (tangible and intangible) provided
by SIRC members and external sources; Data

collection (e.g. 401’s); Local historical context re
collaborative partnerships; Previous relationships,
initiatives, past investments by community
partners etc; Connection with City’s Emergency
Management Organization (EMO); Exploring
changes in engagement over time (e.g. 401 drop
off)
6. What were the internal factors that hindered or
slowed down the SIRC?
• What were the external factors that hindered or
slowed down the SIRC?
7. Overall, what about the SIRC worked that you
thought wouldn’t work?
• What didn’t work that you thought would?
8. Overall, why did the SIRC matter? What difference
did it make for Saskatoon?
• Probe for the following three: Personally,
organizationally, policy (societal)
• Was there anything unexpected that you didn’t
think would happen? If so, what was it?
9. Do you think the response to Covid-19 in Saskatoon
would have been as effective without the SIRC? If so,
why? If not, why not?
• In your opinion, what contribution did the SIRC
team make to the response to Covid-19?
10. One of the purposes of this interview is to
explore how the SIRC model can be sustainability
implemented for other emergencies or to tackle other
problems (rebuilding or shifting practices). What are
your ideas for sustainability?
• Would you be ready to reactivate structure if it is
needed why or why not?
11. Is there anything else you’d like to add?
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