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Introduction  
 
In communities like Fredericton, New Brunswick, the risk of dangerous flooding is increasing 
due to record snowfalls, rapid spring melts and intense precipitation. The spring flood season of 
2018 demonstrated Fredericton’s vulnerability to flooding. Flooding is part of the community’s 
history; however, flood frequency and risk are increasing. This has prompted questions around 
the preparedness and resilience of Fredericton to climate change and in particular, to flooding.  
 
Given that buy-in action on climate adaptation planning is often strongest following a triggering 
event (e.g. Demski et al., 2017), the occurrence of the 2018 St. John River flood therefore 
provided a critical (and timely) opportunity to discuss with local decision makers their views on 
flood risk, lessons learned, and how this knowledge will be incorporated into strategic 
adaptation policy and planning going forward.  
 
Methods 
 
This research is a qualitative study focused on the primary case study community of 
Fredericton, New Brunswick. An inductive approach is used in order to allow for the generation 
of rich narratives from the everyday experience (e.g. Yin, 2014; Ford et al., 2010). Semi-
structured, in-person (individual) interviews took place with key informants connected to 
Fredericton’s climate change agenda. Participants were chosen purposively using criterion 
sampling. A range of decision-makers with relevant experience were interviewed including: 
senior managers, elected officials and stakeholders. The interviews were designed to stimulate 
discussion around climate change impacts and challenges in general and flooding in particular, 
as well as the state of the community’s climate adaptation policy response.  
 
Preliminary Findings 
 
The early findings of this research can be divided into two distinct themes: 1) impacts and risk 
and 2) climate change policy. 
 
The findings related to impacts and risk include the following: 

• Flooding in Fredericton is occurring more frequently, and peak flood levels are taking 
longer to recede (2018 floods took over a week to recede). 

• Fredericton’s central business district is prone to flooding and the 2018 floods 
significantly impacted parking and transportation infrastructure.  

• Flooding causes erosion to river banks which results in damage to trail infrastructure. 



  
 

• Clear cutting upstream of Fredericton also contributes to flood severity, as the removal 
of trees speeds up surface water movement into the river basin. 

• Residents are somewhat normalized to flooding and other climate change events. They 
have embraced their river city environment and are resistant to change their daily 
routine during emergency scenarios. 

 
The findings pertaining to climate change policy include the following:  

• The city and provincial planning documents appear to be embedding climate change 
mitigation and adaptation. Interviewees generally felt that the city’s leadership is 
supportive and proactive on climate change, however, funding is limited. 

• While the St. John River is a consistent flood risk, the city does not have plans to retreat 
from along the river, however, does buy-up vulnerable lots as necessary and when 
appropriate. Development in downtown core is still an important economic driver, 
despite the flood risk.  

• The city is focusing investment on infrastructure and innovation. 
• Zoning bylaw can make mitigation and adaptation undesirable. 
• The Building Adaptive and Resilient Communities (BARC) program has largely run its 

course in Fredericton, the community reached Stage 3 (of 5) in 2012, but momentum 
slowed, not considered a priority.  

• The province has an even focus on mitigation and adaptation and requires all 
municipalities in New Brunswick to have an adaptation plan by 2020.  

 
Conclusion 
 
The 2018 floods have been a major trigger for climate change discussion in the Fredericton 
community, including dialogue around lessons learned internally. The city wants to be as 
proactive as possible in increasing community awareness about climate change impacts in 
advance of disasters. They are discussing ways to get their message out and to get people 
engaged. The provincial officials have to take a stronger stance, particularly when it comes to 
emergency management and making hard decisions, such as telling a community or landowner 
that they have to move.  
 
This research found that the spring floods resulted in a strong coordinated approach from 
municipal, regional and provincial government leaders, as well a strong sense of coordination 
between city departments. The findings show that the city emergency management office is 
very organized and prepared when disaster events occur and are committed to debriefs post-
event and the recommendations from those debriefs are well received by city officials and 
decision-makers. This is particularly important as the city’s reliance on the provincial emergency 
management office is increasing and because Fredericton serves as a regional hub in disaster 
scenarios for rural areas where services are less reliable.  


