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While forest fires are ubiquitous 
across much of the Canadian 
landscape (an annual average of 
more than 7,500 fires and more 
than 1.9 million hectares burned 
over the past decade), many 
decades of successful fire 
suppression programs resulted in 
very limited impacts on 
communities during the latter half of 
the 20th Century. 
 However, the 2003 
Firestorm in British Columbia 
caused substantial home and 
business losses in Kelowna and 
Barriere, and brought home to 
Canadians the fact that they were 
not immune to communities being 
directly impacted by wildfires.The 
2011 events in the Slave Lake area 
only served to reinforce the 
message that many Canadian 
communities are similarly at risk, 
particularly as the wildland-urban 

interface continues to expand and 
fire activity across Canada is 
forecast to increase as a result of 
climate change.  
 This was a message stated 
clearly in the Canadian Wildland 
Fire Strategy (CWFS), developed in 
2005 and supported by all provincial 
and territorial governments across 
Canada, along with the federal 
government. The CWFS recognized 
that increasing future fire activity 
and impacts were inevitable, and 
that Canadian governments needed 
to work closely, along with an 
informed and involved public, to 
lessen future impacts, particularly 
on exposed communities. Despite 
being signed by all governments, 
the CWFS has not been 
substantially implemented due to a 
lack of funding. 
 In recognition of the 
significance of the wildfires that Ʒ 
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Our infrastructure is in poor 
health, and is frequently unable 
to provide the level of service that 
Canadians experienced in 
previous decades. Unhealthy 
infrastructure increases our 
vulnerability to natural disasters, 
and increases the effort required 
to recover after disaster strikes. 
 A consensus has 
emerged in recent years about 
the need to address our 
infrastructure problems. Indeed, 
in recent years there has been a 
welcome increase in 
infrastructure spending, including 
a significant investment in 
municipal infrastructure under the 
Government of Canadaôs Build 
Canada program. Unfortunately, 
a great deal of work remains. 
Professor Saeed Mirza of McGill 
University estimates that we will 
need to spend several hundred 
billion dollars. 
 The Federation of 
Canadian Municipalities has been 
pressing for many years for a 
commitment from the federal and 
provincial governments to 
address this issue. A first step, 
they argue, is to measure the 
extent of the problem. Some 
communities, like Edmonton, AB 
and Hamilton, ON have been 
leaders in building an inventory to 
assess local infrastructure, but 
most governments in Canada 
have little information. Once 
public infrastructure is put in 
place minimal effort is often taken 
to maintain, monitor and 
otherwise manage these 
systems. 
 Recently the Federation 
published the first report card on 
Canadaôs municipal 
infrastructure. For the 
communities that did provide 
information, almost one-third of 
the infrastructure was identified 
as in fair or poor health. I believe 
that the situation is likely worse in 
those communities that did not 
provide information. Many 
systems are approaching or have 

already exceeded their life 
expectancy. They are struggling 
to operate on a good day, and 
are particularly vulnerable if a 
disaster strikes. 
 British Columbia and the 
Government of Canada are 
making a large investment to 
protect our children by improving 
the resilience of schools to 
damage from earthquakes. 
Unfortunately the state of most 
schools across Canada is largely 
unknown, particularly their 
vulnerability to damage from 
earthquakes and severe weather. 
Similarly the state of many other 
public buildings, like hospitals, is 
not known. Many buildings were 
built several decades ago, before 
modern engineering knowledge 
had emerged about disaster 
resilient design and construction. 
 A lesson learned from 
elsewhere around the globe finds 
that transportation infrastructure 
is often vulnerable when disaster 
strikes. Severe wind, landslides 
and earthquakes can leave 
debris that blocks roads. Bridges, 
ports, airport runways, pipelines 
and rail lines can fail. Older 
systems are often the most 
vulnerable, and may take the 
longest time to rebuild after 
disaster strikes. Emergency 
response will be compromised 
when our transportation 
infrastructure can not operate. 
Recent flooding in southern 
Alberta, for example, closed off 
many bridges, roads and other 
essential transportation systems, 
hampering the management of 
the disaster. 
 Perhaps the most 
vulnerable systems are those 
buried under the ground. Drinking 
water, storm sewers, sanitary 
waste and many other systems 
were often put in place many 
decades ago, and are invisible 
because they are out of sight. 
They often come to the attention 
of elected officials only when they 
fail. Much of the longer-term 

challenges associated with 
Hurricane Sandy and the recent 
flooding in Calgary involve 
damage to buried infrastructure. 
 Telephone companies 
and electrical utilities frequently 
experience storm damage, and 
have demonstrated their capacity 
to respond and recover. 
 Widespread failure in 
municipal infrastructure is 
uncommon but can be very 
disruptive. The risk appears 
greatest for large hazards, 
including earthquakes, flooding 
and severe storms. Moreover, the 
risk appears greatest for older 
infrastructure put in place before 
development of modern 
engineering design and 
construction.  
 It is essential that those 
responsible for public 
infrastructure manage the 
systems with appropriate 
investments to maintain existing 
systems and replace older 

infrastructure. CT 

The view from here 

Our collapsing infrastructure 
By Paul Kovacs 
Executive Director, ICLR 
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On May 8, the Institute for 
Catastrophic Loss Reduction 
(ICLR) in partnership with 
Desjardins retrofitted a Quebec 
home to reduce the impact of 
winter storms and earthquakes. 
As part of the insurance 
industryôs ongoing commitment to 
educate Canadian homeowners 
about disaster safety, ICLR once 
again chose Emergency 
Preparedness Week (May 5-11) 
to unveil its latest home retrofit 
project, this time in Quebec City, 
Quebec. 
 Glenn McGillivray, 
Managing Director of ICLR and 
Jocelyn Laflamme, Vice-
president of Ratemaking and 
Business Solutions from 
Desjardins Insurance, conducted 
a media tour of the home. Said 
McGillivray: ñActions taken to 
make a home more resilient to 
natural catastrophes should 
reflect local hazard risk. Quebec 
represents one of three of the 
most seismically active areas in 
Canada. Additionally, the region 
is hit with several severe winter 
storms every year. Homeowners 
can prepare now for hazards that 
will inevitably strike in the future.ò 
 
The Quebec home retrofit 
included: 

¶ Installing snow melt cables 
on roof edges and gutters to 
prevent the formation of ice 
dams 

¶ Applying safety and security 
film to windows 

¶ Installing an electric surge 
protection system 

¶ Installing an emergency 
generator with propane fuel 
tank 

¶ Building a secure framing 
around the propane tank 

¶ Installing a fire extinguisher 

¶ Installing insulation around 
the main door 

¶ Securing the hot water tank 

¶ Securing cabinet doors 

¶ Installing 
armoured 
supply 
hoses on 
the 
washing 
machine. 

 
According to 
Natural 
Resources 
Canada, 
approximately 
450 
earthquakes 
occur in 
eastern Canada each year. Of 
this number, an average of four 
will exceed magnitude 4. There 
are two main earthquake seismic 
zones in the province of Quebec. 
The Western Quebec Seismic 
Zone is made up of a large area 
that encompasses the Ottawa 
Valley from Montreal to 
Temiscamingue, as well as the 
Laurentians and Eastern Ontario. 
The urban areas of Montreal, 
Ottawa-Hull and Cornwall are 
located in this zone. The 
Charlevoix Seismic Zone, located 
approximately 100 km 
downstream from Quebec City, is 
the most seismically active region 
of eastern Canada. 
 Quebec winters are often 
cold, windy and snowy with 
average highs of -5 to -8 ÜC and 
lows of -13 to -18 ÜC. Quebec 
City is one of the snowiest cities 
in Canada. On average, it 
receives 316 centimetres of 
snowfall each year. However, 
Quebec City experienced the 
heaviest snowfall on record in 
1970-71 when it received 460 
centimetres of snow. That record 
held until 2007-08, when the city 
was hit with just over 500 
centimetres of snow. ñBigò 
snowstorms of over ten 
centimetres a day occur, on 
average, nine times per year. 
According to McGillivray: ñWe 
can prevent natural hazards from 

becoming disasters if people 
undertake simple, appropriate 
preventative measures 
beforehand. Such actions and 
measures are affordable and take 
little time to do. That is what we 
want to demonstrate today in this 
home.ò 
 "At Desjardins, we are 
extremely happy to be involved in 
this initiative,ò noted Sylvie 
Paquette, President of Desjardins 
General Insurance Group, a 
member of ICLR. ñICLRôs 
prevention work and annual 
awareness campaigns fit 
perfectly with our prevention 
message.  We know that there 
are ways to significantly reduce 
the impacts of Mother Natureôs 
whims on our homes. Often, 
when it comes to earthquakes, 
snowstorms, high winds, and 
similar events, we can take 
proactive measures to protect our 
property. ICLRôs projects prove 
just that, and we want to help 
spread the word.ò 
 This is the eleventh year 
that Canadaôs insurers, through 
ICLR, have showcased a 
retrofitted home as part of 
Emergency Preparedness Week. 
The Institute has also retrofitted a 
community health centre, and 
has retrofitted child care centres 
across Canada as part of its 
ñProtecting our Kids from 

Disastersò program. CT 

ICLR and Desjardins retrofit a Quebec house to reduce the 
impact of earthquake and winter storm 
By Glenn McGillivray 
Managing Director, ICLR 
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It is very common to hear a 
backwater valve being called a 
backflow preventer or backflow 
prevention device and vice versa, 
but the two are nowhere near 
being the same thing. Using an 
incorrect term while giving a 
homeowner basement flood risk 
reduction advice could have far-
reaching negative effects. 
 Where a backwater valve 
is used to describe a device 
designed to prevent sewer 
backup, a backflow preventer or 
backflow prevention device is 
designed to prevent 
contamination of a municipalityôs 
potable water supply. 
 A backwater valve is 
installed on the sanitary sewer 
lateral (and sometimes on the 
storm lateral as well) in the floor 
at the foot of the basement wall 
closest to where the lateral exits 
the house to connect with the 
municipal sewer system. The 
relatively simple device contains 

a gate that, when down, allows 
wastewater to easily exit the 
house. However, if forced up 
when the municipal sewer system 
surcharges ï or backs up ï the 
gate prevents waste water from 
re-entering the home and coming 
up through the floor drain, 
washing machine and/or 
basement plumbing fixtures such 
as sinks, toilets and showers. 
 A backflow preventer or 
backflow prevention device, on 
the other hand, is a device 
designed to prevent the 
unwanted reverse flow of water, 
solids or gases into a 
municipalityôs fresh water system. 
Murray E. McDowall, Master 
Plumber and Vice President of 
ProActive Water Solutions Inc. 
explains: ñBackflow preventers 
(BFPs) are commonly found on 
drinking water systems 
throughout the province of 
Ontario, as well as the rest of 
Canada and North America. Their 

function is to ensure that 
whatever the drinking water 
system is connected to (fire 
sprinklers, irrigation systems, 
chemical mixers, boilers, etc) that 
the contaminant cannot flow back 
into the potable drinking water 
and be passed on through water 
lines to water consumers.ò 
 He continues ñWe don't 
refer to backflow preventers as a 
óvalveô due to its complex design 
(two independent shut-off valves, 
two independent spring-loaded 
check valves and, in some 
models, there may be yet another 
component by way of an integral 
relief valve). Due to all of these 
moving parts we recognize it as a 
ódeviceô.ò 
 There are several 
different types of backflow 
preventer with some providing a 
physical barrier to the backflow 
and others providing an air gap 
barrier. 
 Other terms often used 
incorrectly in lieu of backwater 
valve include ócheck valveô and 
ógate valveô. And while each is a 
legitimate term describing a 
particular device, none should be 
confused with a backwater valve. 
 To muddy the waters 
even more, local government 
water departments, building/
plumbing code documents and 
plumbers often use the term 
óbackflow prevention deviceô to 
refer to both backwater valves Ʒ 
 

Getting it right 

Backwater valves and backflow preventers are not at all the 
same thing 
By Glenn McGillivray 
Managing Director, ICLR 

Photo of a mainline backwater valve 
designed to reduce the risk of basement 
flooding. 

A montage of various types and styles of backflow preventer or backflow prevention 
device, courtesy ProActive Water Solutions Inc. 
www.proactivewatersolutions.com 


