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Water is the new Fire
By Lesley Cassidy
 We can’t survive without it. 
Water is essential for life. From hy-
drating us to how we enjoy the out-
doors – be it �shing, swimming or 
snowmobiling over frozen lakes. But 
what happens when there is too much 
water? When rainfall dumps signi�-
cant amounts of water in short peri-
ods of time? When the once in 100-
year �oods keep happening?
 �is past spring and in 2017, 
�oods brought destruction and dam-
age to many communities in the Ot-
tawa Valley and three provinces. In a 
recent press release about this spring’s 
�ooding, the Insurance Bureau of 
Canada announced that “the most 
common cause of damage was over-
�owing rivers, which led to road and 
basement �ooding, submerged ve-
hicles and shi�ed home foundations. 
Heavy rain also caused roof leaks 
and sewer backups. Insured damage 
is estimated at $74 million in Ontar-
io.” 
 �is number does not in-
clude the uninsured damage, dam-
age to shorelines and the physical and 
mental health toll people experience 
dealing with the loss for weeks and 
months on end. Currently, water is 
the key driver of increasing insurance 
costs, with the average cost to replace 
a �ooded basement in Canada pegged 
at $43,000. As well, Aviva Insurance 
indicates that �ood-related claims 
have increased by 688 per cent over 
the past three years. Fire used to be 
the primary concern, a key reason to 
purchase home insurance for most 
people and the highest cost for the in-
surance industry in claims. Now, wa-
ter has replaced �re.
 Closer to home in the Ottawa 
Valley, over 478 kilometres of the Ot-
tawa River shoreline �ooded and 678 
kilometres of the Madawaska River. 
Other rivers in the watershed expe-
rienced �ooding as well and this im-
pacted 580 permanent and 398 sea-
sonal residences in Renfrew County 
alone. As happened a�er Hurricane 
Hazel and Walkerton, this year’s 
�oods will hopefully be a catalyst for 
change in how we manage watersheds 
in Ontario and in particular, the Ot-
tawa Valley. 
 One tool that is critical in 
reducing the risk is �oodplain map-
ping. Conservation Authorities and 
many municipalities rely on these 
maps. Floodplain mapping identi-
�es land close to water bodies, rivers 
and streams as well as areas that are 
potentially unstable bedrock or soil, 
beaches, naturally occurring drainage 
areas and areas of high erosion. Shar-
ing these maps with those involved in 
land use and development planning is 
the crucial next step. 
 It’s then up to municipalities 
and the Province to determine where 
we can safely live and build. Unfor-
tunately, homes and businesses con-

tinue to build on �oodplains in areas 
of Canada. In Ontario, the Province 
establishes land use planning poli-
cies and give municipalities decision 
making authority as long as they stay 
within the boundaries set by these 
rules. Complicating �oodplain man-
agement is the fact that many homes 
and cottages were built on lands now 
identi�ed within a �oodplain, before 
mapping existed or where �ooding 
has never occurred. And just because 
a property is not next to a waterbody, 
does not mean it’s not part of a �ood-
plain. Floodplains can extend hun-
dreds of metres or even kilometres 
away from the original water body. 
�e con�ict between needed tax 
dollars for a town and the beautiful 
waterfront view for landowners can 
make building on a �oodplain attrac-
tive. 
 Floodplain maps in many 
areas across Canada are out of date. 
On a positive note, the federal gov-
ernment plans to release online 
more than 2000 up to date �oodplain 
maps in the next year. Ole Hendrick-
son from the Ottawa River Institute 
shares that “Floodplain mapping is 
really important as well as updat-
ing the maps. People need to know 
there is a risk to developing on �ood-
plains.” 
 Where Conservation Author-
ities exist, �oodplain mapping and 
watershed management are consis-
tent, ongoing activities. Unfortunate-
ly, the provincial government cut in 
half the $7.5 million given to Conser-
vation Authorities for �ood manage-
ment programs this past winter. �is 
will have an impact on their �ood 
prevention activities. 

So, what else can communities do? 
 Paying people to move? In 
April 2019, the Quebec Provincial 
government announced a �nancial 
program that is really an incentive to 
relocate for those who own homes in 
high-risk �ood-prone areas. �e plan 
states that once repairs cost more 
than 50 per cent of a home’s value, 
or reach $100,000, homeowners can 
receive up to $200,000 towards their 
new home. If they decide to stay, this 
will be the last time the government 
provides �nancial assistance. Home-
owners in the area were understand-
ably not happy as they felt the �nan-
cial incentives o�ered did not cover 
the value of their home. But the chal-
lenge with a �ood-damaged home is 
that it may no longer be insurable (or 
insurance may be costly), and ulti-
mately may no longer be worth much 
depending on the amount of damage. 
Several legal challenges have been 
launched against previous homeown-
ers because of the lack of disclosure 
that a home had �ooded. Floods af-
fect real estate values. Relocation is a 
di�cult decision given our homes are 
our most signi�cant investment, and 
where our memories and the stories 
of our lives happen.
 A small historic town - High 
River in Alberta - experienced �ood-
ing in 2013 that destroyed neigh-
bourhoods and infrastructure. Over 
$100 million was invested in concrete 
berms, �oodgates, and naturalizing 
the river. Many homes in the �ood-
plain were bought out and demol-
ished as part of the �ood relocation 
program. Most people in these neigh-
bourhoods accepted the buyout, 
moved to a nearby location, and the 

town returned the �ooded areas to 
grassy lowlands so that the river �ows 
freely, and moves water through the 
village without obstacles. It has not 
been easy for the town’s folks to make 
these decisions and several families 
have launched legal action and have 
yet to leave. 
 What about berms and engi-
neered solutions? Flood protection 
structures such as dykes, channels, 
rerouting or widening rivers or water 
bodies, building water runo� stor-
age tanks, berms etc. have an impor-
tant role. But one thing learned from 
past �oods and current research is 
that green spaces with trees and wet-
lands are the best approach to stor-
ing �oodwaters. Since natural spaces 
absorb water better than concrete 
and asphalt, these green environ-
ments must be part of �ood solutions 
for both rural and urban areas. And 
where Conservation Authorities ex-
ist, these natural areas and wetlands 
are all part of their system of manag-
ing watersheds and �ooding. 
 �e Ottawa Valley is only 
partially covered by Conservation 
Authorities’ �ood work. Lanark 
County and Lennox and Addington 
have watersheds covered by these 
organizations, but Renfrew County, 
the largest in the Province, does not. 
With nearly a dozen organizations in-
volved in managing aspects of the Ot-
tawa River and out of date watershed 
management plans for several local 
Valley rivers; Mr. Hendrickson states 
it clearly - “It is di�cult in Renfrew 
County to have a discussion about 
water issues, something needs to �ll 
this void of not having Conservation 
Authorities.”

Floodplain maps in many areas across Canada are out of date. The federal government plans to release online more than 2000 up to date floodplain maps in the next year.   
This information is vital for municipalities to know before allowing development that could potentially be on a flood plain. 
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Lesley Cassidy has been 
cottaging near Calabogie 
for over 40 years.  She 
grew up spending her 
summers in the area and 
visiting family in Ashdad 
and Mount St. Patrick.  
Her favourite passtimes 
are exploring gravel roads 
in the Valley by bike, 

hiking its many trails and canoeing/fishing.  Lesley is 
married to Andre Mickovitch and brings him on her 
many adventures. Together they love travelling but 
Lesley always feels most at home closest to her family 
roots in the Ottawa Valley.

Correction to Happy Trails July 24 article: �e Petawawa River is not a managed watershed. Both Madawaska and Bonnechere Rivers are managed by a Power Generation company that 
follows a watershed management plan under the authority of the Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry (MNRF). For water quality and other aspects of freshwater management of 
these two rivers, di�erent organizations are involved (County, municipal/provincial governments and other community-based organizations such as cottage and river associations).

�e Insurance Industry is 
particularly concerned about �ood-
ing. Rising costs impact their ability 
to o�er insurance at a price a�ord-
able to most Canadians and a�ect 
their bottom line. �e Intact Centre 
for Climate Change at the University 
of Waterloo, which is partially funded 
by the insurance industry, completes 
projects that test di�erent solutions 
to protect people and buildings from 
�ooding and extreme weather. One 
current project is developing a �ood 
risk course for home inspectors so 
that they can better assess a home. 
�is is all good stu�, but what is hap-
pening that will help Ottawa Valley 
residents? 

Meetings held in the Valley 
over the past few months demon-
strated people’s frustration. Quebec 
is o�ering residents of the Pontiac 
relocation incentives and on July 
18th, the local MPP and Minister of 
Natural Resources, John Yakabuski 
announced that Doug McNeill had 
been appointed to review �ood man-
agement e�orts and what could be 
improved. Since the 1980s, McNeill 
worked extensively in the �eld of 
�ooding and water management in 
Manitoba. A number of local organi-
zations formed the Freshwater Part-
ners of Renfrew County several years 
ago to better address and understand 
watershed issues across the County. 
Unfortunately, funding has been on 
hold this past year which has slowed 
several initiatives. Kathryn Lindsay, 

the Chair of the Bonnechere River 
Watershed Project that administrates 
the Partners initiative, con�rmed that 
“�ere is no forum for coordinated 
decision-making for watershed and 
related issues in the County.”
 �e Mississippi Valley Con-
servation Authority in Lanark County 
shares that essentially, “�e best way 
to mitigate �ood damage is to �ood-
proof existing dwellings, restrict any 
further development in hazard areas 
and /or relocate impacted residents.” 
Meetings, studies and the appoint-
ment of an expert are all good things 
– but ultimately, as Pete Karageorgos 
of the Insurance Bureau of Canada 
said: “we need to look at how to do 
things di�erently.” 
 Water is the new �re. Flood-
proo�ng and better understanding of 
our watersheds in the Ottawa Valley 
is going to take time before there will 
be  change.

Wetlands are natural storm buffers. They slow wave action and absorb and store rainwater, but they don’t always fit in to urban design. Paved surfaces do none of that and gravel washes out. The entire watershed, including 
groundwater and surface features must be mapped and analysed as part of floodwater management.


