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Planning for disasters,
climate change, and
sustainable development
Dan Sandink and Chrystal Fuller
Disaster mitigation occurs largely at
the municipal level. Municipal planners
can play a substantial role in reducing
disaster impacts through ensuring that
communities are developed in a way
that limits their vulnerability to natural
hazards. Planners also have a responsibility to ensure development occurs in a
way that addresses vulnerable groups
within our communities. Integrating disaster mitigation into the design and development of communities will help
municipalities adapt to increasing severity and frequency of natural hazards
caused by climate change, and will support long-term sustainable development
objectives, not to mention protecting the
safety and property of their residents.

Disaster Trends in Canada
Government and insurance industry data show that natural disasters in
Canada are increasing in frequency
and severity. Canada has experienced
a three-fold increase in the number of
climate and weather related disasters
between the 1960s to the 1990s (Figure 1). Canadian insurance industry
data show an increasing trend in pay-

Figure 1: Disasters in Canada
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outs from large disaster events since
1983 (Figure 2). Many of the most
significant disaster events in Cana-
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dian history have happened recently,
and include the 1998 Ontario-Quebec
ice storm (with insured damages of
$1.95 billion), the 2005 heavy rainfall event in Ontario, and flooding
events in Alberta (with insured damages of $509 million and $306 million respectively), as well as Hurri-
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Figure 2: IBC Total Insured Cost of Major Payout Events
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development in hazard-prone areas,
including floodplains and
wildland-urban interface areas, significantly enhances vulnerability.
Also, impermeable surfaces increase
stormwater flow rates, which can exceed the capacity of stormwater management systems and cause urban
flooding. Rural areas may have a similar problem with the removal of vegetative cover increasing overland water flows.

Emergency Management and
Disaster Mitigation

Emergency management is based
on four pillars: mitigation prevention,
preparedness, response and recovery
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Four Pillars of Emergency Management
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Planners can educate decision makers on the importance of disaster mitigation at
the local level and foster disaster resilience in communities by integrating hazard
mitigation and vulnerability reduction into long-term community planning.
Communities must consider and
re-evaluate their vulnerabilities as the
climate changes, population grows, demographics shift, and urbanization intensifies to ensure that vulnerabilities
are limited in new development and reduced in existing development. Losing
substantial amounts of property and
money, and continuously rebuilding after disaster events, is not environmentally, socially, or economically sustainable.
All orders of government should

shift away from the primary focus of
response, recovery, and preparedness,
and incorporate disaster mitigation
and prevention into communities.
There has been some increased interest in disaster mitigation at the federal level, and as of January 2008, the
federal government can now provide
an amount of support for mitigation
through its Disaster Financial Assistance Arrangements during recovery.
Municipal governments have the
greatest knowledge and understand-

ing of local hazards and vulnerabilities, and disaster mitigation planning should continue to occur at the
municipal government level. Land
use planning, combined with disaster resilient building practices, disaster resilient or resistant engineering practices, structural options
where appropriate, and public education can effectively reduce disaster risk, help us adapt to climate
change, and help promote sustainable development. MW

as published in

CANADA’S MUNICIPAL MAGAZINE – SINCE 1891

1-888-368-6125

30

JANUARY 2009

Municipal World

www.municipalworld.com

