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Introduction 

The flooding which took place in southwest New Brunswick in the spring of 2018 is considered 
one of the most serious in recent history. The flooding was due to a late onset of spring followed 
by warm weather, large snow accumulation, and high spring tides blocking the exit of the St. John 
River. The river discharged over 300,000 ft3/s and produced water levels 6 metres above normal 
in Fredericton and 4 metres above normal in St. John. The floods caused more than 40 road 
closures, affected 12,000 homes and forced 1,500 residents to seek shelter through the Red 
Cross. Over 2,600 requests for compensation have been filed and the cost of the floods could 
reach up to 80 million dollars. These extreme weather events and the impacts of climate change 
represent a major challenge for communities in New Brunswick (Chouinard et al., 2015, 2017; 
Klenk et al., 2017). This study looks at the governance and response to the 2018 spring floods.  
 
Research Questions 

Some of the research questions addressed for this study included:  
• Did emergency measures prove efficient in different local contexts, for example cities vs. 

villages or rural communities vs. local service districts? 
• Were the responsibilities between different governance levels and the resources to 

address them well shared and if not, in which direction should they shift? 
• Was the linkage in emergency response and long-term resilience building and risk 

reduction satisfactory and if not, which mechanisms could be put in place to make the 
system more efficient? 

• How should climate change be integrated in emergency planning and in rural or urban 
planning in order to reduce future risks? 

 
Methods 

To conduct this research, the researchers contacted a number of individuals including provincial, 
regional and municipal administrators and the Canadian Coast Guard. The researchers conducted 
10 semi-structured interviews which were done in-person or over the phone. More interviews 
will be conducted for this study in the near future in order to reach a representative sample of 
viewpoints. In conjunction with the interviews, the researchers also performed a bibliographical 
review for the spring 2018 flood event. They found that the event generated considerable public 
attention and was widely discussed in the media and there was a book published about the event. 



 
 

 

Given the extent of damages and public interest, the province has decided to hold public 
consultations starting at the end of March 2019 on the province’s response to the 2018 and to 
future events. 
 
Preliminary Findings  

Some of the preliminary findings of the study include the following:  
• The St. John spring flood event of 2018, like all extreme weather events, represents a 

difficult time for all concerned parties, including high stress situations, long work hours 
with no breaks, and a considerable amount of psychological stress. 

• The peak flood lasted for 9 days at over 8 metres, making the event particular in its 
duration. 

• Not all floods are the same, the cities of Fredericton and Saint John were affected in 
different ways by the spring floods.  

• In Fredericton, much of the vulnerability to floods is related to the roads and bridges, 
which can cut off various parts of the city, making essential services impossible to reach.  

• Some critical infrastructure such as the City Hall and the provincial government 
buildings are located in a flood zone, impeding on efficient governance.  

• Larger municipalities have well-functioning emergency services and are largely 
autonomous. Smaller municipalities and unincorporated territories, that have 
rudimentary or no emergency plans, rely on assistance from the provincial EMO 
coordinators for emergency planning and on regional service commissions for 
preparation and land planning. 

• There were substantial difficulties in evacuation and transport, due to land planning 
issues and ill-adapted infrastructure.  

 
Conclusion  

The implementation of emergency measures was efficient according to all respondents. 
Especially the use of the incident command system (ICS) allowed different services to 
collaborate seamlessly. The cities of Fredericton and St. John have no adaptation plan at this 
time but are expected to complete them in late 2019 or 2020. Notwithstanding, adaptation 
planning is underway and mainstreamed into municipal decision-making. With regards to 
territorial planning, in Fredericton, 650 units of housing or infrastructure are known to be in 
flood-prone zones and retreat of these buildings is envisioned in the long term, however, no 
short-term plan exists. There are also collaborations with the academic sector in place, 
including the City of Fredericton’s collaboration on risk and emergency management with the 
University of Waterloo that has taken place for 15 years as well as several EMO managers who 
have completed online courses on risk and emergency management, including at Royal Roads 
University.  


