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Certified trainer creates critical response team

CISM for Communities holds first two-day training program for community representatives

Dawn Booth
Connect Weekly

Valerie O’Leary is a problem solver.
When she moved to Fort McMurray two
years ago, she saw a crucial community
need and has solely created a self-fund-
ed non-profit organization to put things
in action. Her result: Fort McMurray’s
first ever team for community-wide
Critical Incident Stress Management
(CISM).

Individuals from a wide range of
community outlets came together at
the Redpoll Centre on March 19 and 20
to be trained and certified by O’Leary to
become a part of the CISM team.

“Participants have gained knowledge
and understanding of what happens to
people exposed to incidents and will use
a proven model that will help them get
through the event,” O’Leary explains.
“They also received Continuing Educa-
tion credits toward University programs
and will be able to utilize the skills in
their day-to-day living.”

O’Leary said research has shown that
people who have been exposed to trau-
matic events, and have had interven-
tions right afterwards, are less likely to
develop any long-term affects like acute
stress and post-traumatic stress disorder.

Interventions are highly recommend-
ed when there’s a death in the line of
duty, a suicide or homicide and when a
disaster takes place.

“I've been doing this for over 10 years
and have seen the difference it makes,”
she said.

Since the fall of 2014, O’Leary - a for-
mer resident from British Columbia -
has been engaging the Wood Buffalo

community to bring certified training
to help residents deal with traumatic
events; and has created the non-profit
organization called Critical Incident
Stress Management (CISM) for Commu-
nities, which she solely facilitates.

“| started this non-profit because there
is nothing in place or structured here to
help people who have been exposed to
a traumatic event,” she explained. “Peo-
ple, who are professionally trained, can
respond to critical incidents and do in-
terventions.”

Though there are currently local
counselling services available in Fort
McMurray, the trained volunteers on
the CISM team will be available — im-
mediately - to hold an intervention
with the individual at risk.

O’Leary first recognized the need for
the CISM team shortly after her arrival,
and as she became more involved with
community services and spoke with
local officials, she learned that a simi-
lar training program was once offered
through the Salvation Army of Fort Mc-
Murray. However, the person who pre-
viously trained residents moved away,
and his service was never replaced. Also,
due to the high cost to hire a certified
Critical Incident Stress Management
trainer to come to Fort McMurray, the
community hasn’'t had anyone brought
in for years.

“For any training in Fort McMurray,
it would cost a small fortune,” she said.
“This is why there are only a handful of
people trained in Critical Incident Stress
Management Interventions.”

O’Leary said the approximate cost to

hire someone is $13,000. So, she took it

upon herself to apply for an instructor’s

certificate and travelled to Ireland for
the training last year.

Today, she is a certified instructor and
Fort McMurray’s only Critical Incident
Coordinator. She’s also providing the
training to the CISM team for free.

Those trained last weekend consist of
representatives from the Royal Canadi-
an Mounted Police, Salvation Army of
Fort McMurray, Waypoints, Some Other
Solutions, Centre of Hope, Emergency
Social Services, Fort McMurray Search
and Rescue, Fort McKay Youth Centre
and a member of local MP David Yuri-
diga’s office and other organizations.

“The reason it’s a diverse
group is so that we can
match culture to culture

when an incident happens,
as there would be a deep
understanding to what
the other person is going
through,” she said.
- Valerie O’Leary

Aside from the team gaining exten-
sive knowledge on handling trauma,
O’Leary said education and awareness

sessions are the key to a successful pro-

gram.
“This applies to anyone who could
at one time, or another, be exposed to
a critical incident. It stands to reason
that if you know what symptoms to ex-
pect and how to deal with them prior to
something happening, you will be bet-
ter able to deal with that situation, than

Fort McMurray’s first-ever, community-wide Critical Incident Response Team at the Redpoll Centre on
March 19. Local resident Valerie O’'Leary self-funded and founded a non-profit organization - Critical Incident Stress

Management (CISM) for Communities - to help residents who have suffered trauma.
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if you were totally unprepared.”

Ultimately, CISM for Communities
is bringing organizations together and
will be able to help those exposed to
traumatic events. O’Leary said this will
make a better Wood Buffalo region.

“We now have a Critical Incident Re-
sponse Team to dispatch and do an inter-
vention right away at no cost,” she said.
“By mitigating any long term affects, we
are creating a healthier community.”

The bulk of O’Leary’s career back-
ground comes from British Columbia,
where she acted as a member and con-
ducted interventions for Search and
Rescue around the Province. She also
worked as an emergency preparedness
instructor.

O’Leary currently works at FuseSo-
cial to help organize their high-profile
events. Additionally, she is responsible
for starting the meet-up group called
‘Enjoying Fort McMurray’, which now
has over 300 members. She has also been
an active volunteer for the Fort McMur-
ray Environment Committee and is re-
sponsible for bringing the Adventure
Smart program to the city through Fort
McMurray Search and Rescue.

To learn more about CISM for Com-
munities or to hire Valerie O’Leary
for training, please contact her at cis-
mforcommunities@gmail.com. If you
have experienced a critical incident or
traumatic stress, contact the CISM team
by calling 780-607-1511 CwW
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