
SUPPORTING TRIBAL DISASTER RESPONSE
IN THE WESTERN U.S.

Kevin Riley, PhD, MPH
UCLA Labor Occupational Safety & Health (LOSH) Program
Western Region Universities Consortium (WRUC) 

September 3, 2024





EPA Region 10 (Alaska, Idaho, 
Oregon, Washington):
271 federally recognized tribes 

EPA Region 9 (Arizona, 
California, Nevada): 
148 federally recognized tribes 



EPA Region 10 (Alaska, Idaho, 
Oregon, Washington):
271 federally recognized tribes 

EPA Region 9 (Arizona, 
California, Nevada): 
148 federally recognized tribes 



Disaster issues for tribal communities 

❖ Rural or geographically remote locations 

❖ Operate own jurisdictions independent of state and federal emergency 
management oversight

❖ Limited connections to formal state or federal emergency response 
resources

❖ Limited access to training and other resources 

❖ High rates of poverty and unemployment  



Alaska Department of Environmental Conservation’s Division of Spill Prevention and Response:
“Because of the state’s vast size and remoteness, local residents are frequently the first line 
of defense in responding to oil or hazardous substance releases since outside responders 
cannot typically arrive in time to deal with immediate impacts.”



WRUC tribal partners

Alaska Forum on the Environment 

Alaska Native Tribal Health Consortium 

Intertribal Council of Arizona 

National Tribal Emergency Management 
Council 

Tribal Solid Waste Advisory Network 

U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs 

Zender Environmental 

Local tribal communities in Southwest, 
Pacific Northwest and Alaska 



National Tribal Emergency Mgmt Council

Consortium of tribal entities that work 
together to share resources, knowledge, 
planning resources, and mutual aid

Focus on all-hazard approaches to 
emergency management and homeland 
security

Emphasis on inter- and intra-jurisdictional 
cooperation to maximize resources



Magnitude 9.0 earthquake along the 
Cascadia Subduction Zone 

Up to 6 minutes of severe shaking 
along coastal areas of Washington, 
Oregon, Northern California and 
Vancouver Island

Aftershocks of magnitude 7.0 
continue for several weeks 

Tsunamis, liquefaction, landslides, 
hazmat contamination, fires and toxic 
emissions 





Thunderbird & Whale Exercises

 Planning and Logistics 

 Transportation

 Communications 

 Mass Care, Temporary Housing, 
and Emergency Assistance

 Public Health and Medical 
Services 

 Search and Rescue 

 Public Safety and Security

 Oil and Hazardous Materials 
Response 

 Agriculture and Natural 
Resources 

 Energy 

 External Affairs







Key partners

 FEMA Regions 8 and 9 

 U.S. Coast Guard

 U.S. Dept of Transportation 
(hazardous materials, pipelines)  

 U.S. Volunteers -- Joint Services 
Command

 Bureau of Indian Affairs

 CA Tribal Emergency Response & 
Relief Agency

 Emergency Volunteer Air Corp

 WA and OR Disaster Airlift 
Response Teams

 Amateur radio groups 

 Feeding America

 County food banks

 Farmer Frog 

 State and county health 
departments







“The exercise was enormous. It was outstanding what was done with 
the Native Americans and their needs.”

“We don’t need to do a plan every minute, but we have to have a good 
plan.”

“Everyone is a volunteer. There’s a honeymoon that keeps the 
volunteers engaged. So, we need to act fast on that energy to move 
forward.”

“Since the tribes will be greatly affected, there is no better driver to be in 
the driver seat than the tribes themselves.” 



THANK YOU
Kevin Riley, PhD MPH
kriley@irle.ucla.edu
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