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Institute for Catastrophic Loss Reduction formally 
opens Winnipeg Climate Resilience Centre

The Institute for Catastrophic Loss 
Reduction (ICLR) announced the formal 
launch of its Climate Resilience Centre in 
downtown Winnipeg November 5. 		
The centre was made possible through 
generous contributions from Wawanesa, 
including the provision of office space in 
the company’s former executive office at 
191 Broadway and operating funds.

“ICLR is thrilled to partner with 
Wawanesa on this trailblazing facility,” 
said Paul Kovacs, Executive Director of 
the Institute for Catastrophic Loss 
Reduction. “After this year’s horrendous 
series of storm and wildfire-related losses 
that have led to a record $8 billion in 

insurance claims, it has never been more 
clear that all facets of Canadian society 
must work together to foster resilience to 
extremes. In the context of making 
Canadian homes, both existing and new, 
stronger against nature’s extremes, we 
know what features need to be added. 
The new ICLR Climate Resilience Centre 
in Winnipeg allows attendees to see 
these features in action.”

“As Canada’s leading property and 
casualty mutual insurer, we see firsthand 
the devastating impact of severe weather 
across the country,” said Jeff Goy, 
President & CEO of Wawanesa. “Driven 
by our commitment to building stronger, 

Facility launched in partnership with Wawanesa Insurance
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more resilient communities, Wawanesa is 
proud to support the Institute for 
Catastrophic Loss Reduction’s new 
Climate Resilience Centre in our former 
executive office in Winnipeg. This facility 
will serve as a critical resource in 
equipping Canadians with the knowledge 
to better protect themselves against the 
growing threats of climate change, 
helping them to reduce their risk of loss.”

The Climate Resilience Centre will serve as 
a destination for various stakeholders, 
such as insurers, reinsurers, brokers, 	
home builders, building code officials 	
and others to come together and learn 
about best practices and the issues 
involved in becoming more climate 
resilient. This includes:

• 	 Developing programming with 
national reach, distributing 
information to various stakeholders 
that is relevant to climate risks across 
the country.

• 	 Free attendance, allowing groups to 
book the premises for education 
sessions, host events and to 
collaborate in person.

• 	 Multimedia and other hands-on 
displays highlighting practical 
strategies for property loss mitigation 
developed by ICLR and sponsored by 
Wawanesa. The displays will be able 
to travel to communities for education 
events to address hazards such as 
basement flooding/sewer backup, 
wildfire, overland flooding, extreme 
wind, and hail.

• 	 A dedicated space sponsored by 

Wawanesa that will encourage 

attendees to come together to share 

knowledge and learn.

Tours of the ICLR Climate Resilience 

Centre can be booked, and inquiries 

about borrowing the displays can be 

made by visiting www.iclr.org/

climatecentre/.

Paul Kovacs, Executive Director of ICLR, officially opens the Institute’s new Climate Resilience Centre in 
Winnipeg November 5.

New additions to ICLR’s commercial loss control series

ICLR has added two new bulletins to its 	
‘Mind your business’ series of commercial loss 
control bulletins including ‘Roof snow 
management plan for farm buildings’ and 
‘Severe weather events and climate change: 
Supply chain exposures and risks’, part three 	
in the Special Business Resilience Series. 	
Both – and many others – are available for 
download here.

https://www.iclr.org/climatecentre/
https://www.iclr.org/climatecentre/
https://www.iclr.org/commercial-insurer/
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A global leader in wind engineering and 
climate resiliency for 60 years, Western 
University is changing the way Canadians 
think about the country’s most dangerous 
and damaging weather events.

Fuelled by a new, transformative 
$20-million investment from the 
university’s long-established partner, 
ImpactWX, Western is now home to the 
Canadian Severe Storms Laboratory (CSSL).

“This extraordinary gift is truly one-of-
kind in Canada when it comes to 
supporting exploration and scientific 
discovery and will serve as the catalyst 	
for everything we want to do at the 	
Canadian Severe Storms Laboratory,” 	
said Greg Kopp, ImpactWX Chair in 
Severe Storms Engineering and CSSL 
founding director. “The CSSL will greatly 
improve severe and extreme weather 
detection and documentation across the 
country while mitigating harm to 
Canadians and their properties.”

The unprecedented gift furthering the 
study of atmospheric science in Canada 
will position the CSSL as the authoritative 
source for severe thunderstorm data and 
research in the country, with the goal of 
improving the safety and well-being of all 
Canadians.

“Western’s track record in climate change 
research and natural disaster mitigation 
stands among the top in the world,” 	
said Western President Alan Shepard. 
“ImpactWX’s continued investment and 
the launch of the CSSL will amplify our 
research capacity significantly. Gathering 
essential storm data and providing critical 
analysis will help inform policy and will 
result in real damage prevention and 
mitigation strategies to help people, 
communities and businesses right across 
the country.”

The establishment of the CSSL also aligns 
Canada with severe storm researchers in 
the U.S. and Europe. The U.S. National 
Severe Storms Laboratory (NSSL), based 	
in Norman, Okla., works to improve the 
lead time and accuracy of severe weather 
warnings and forecasts in the U.S., 
whereas the European Severe Storms 
Laboratory (ESSL) has the primary goal of 
detecting and documenting severe 
weather for Europe from headquarters in 
Weßling, Germany and Wiener Neustadt, 
Austria.

Institutional partners and collaborators 
include the Institute for Catastrophic Loss 
Reduction, Wind Engineering, Energy and 
Environment (WindEEE) Research Institute 
and the High Impact Weather Research 
section of Environment and Climate 
Chane Canada’s Meteorological 	
Research Division.

Powerhouse strengths remain

Under the umbrella of the CSSL, 	
Western engineering researchers will 
continue the successful national tornado 
and hail investigative initiatives of the 

Northern Tornadoes Project (NTP) and 	
the Northern Hail Project (NHP).

Led by executive director David Sills, 	
the NTP has completely shifted the 
understanding of tornadoes in Canada 
since its launch in 2017. Sills joined 
Western from Environment and Climate 
Change Canada, thanks in large part to 
an initial gift from ImpactWX, and has 
managed critical investigations of 
Canada’s most severe storms over the last 
eight years, including the Ottawa-area 
tornado outbreak in 2018, the high-
impact derecho event that greatly affected 
the Windsor-Quebec City corridor in 2022 
and the EF4-rated tornadoes in Alonsa, 
Man. in 2018 and Didsbury, Alta. in 2023.

NTP will build on this groundbreaking 
work with the first-ever national 
downburst and derecho datasets by 2026.

“The Canadian Severe Storms 	
Laboratory represents a new era in 		
severe thunderstorm research in Canada. 
At Western, we have a lot of experience 
and expertise studying severe storms and 
now it’s time to take it to the next level,” 

Western launches Canadian Severe Storms Laboratory

By Jeff Renaud, Western University

New research centre will transform understanding of damaging winds, hail and flash floods in Canada

Drone image of the EF4-rated tornado in Alonsa, Man. in 2018. (Northern Tornadoes Project)

https://www.uwo.ca/cssl/index.html
https://www.eng.uwo.ca/civil//faculty/kopp_g/index.html
https://www.nssl.noaa.gov/
https://www.nssl.noaa.gov/
https://www.essl.org/cms/
https://www.essl.org/cms/
https://www.iclr.org/
https://www.iclr.org/
https://www.eng.uwo.ca/
https://www.uwo.ca/ntp/
https://uwo.ca/nhp/
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said Sills. “This translates to a far better 
knowledge of risk and impacts in Canada, 
and the ability to impart that knowledge 
to decision makers and the general public. 
I’m excited for the future.”

A key NHP initiative is to issue a damaging 
hail occurrence climatology (the long-term 
average over 30 years) within the next 
two years.

“The NHP is leading a renaissance in hail 
research in Canada and bringing hail 
research into the 21st century,” said 	
Julian Brimelow, NHP executive director. 
“These new national climatologies are a 
key research objective of the CSSL and 
will contribute significantly to our 
understanding of severe weather 
phenomena.”

The NHP is also leveraging information 
from hail collected during their annual 
field projects, like investigating Calgary’s 
2024 hailstorm that caused nearly 		
$3 billion in insured losses, to improve 
radar algorithms for detecting hail and 
estimating hail size. These algorithms can 
then be used to develop a radar-based 
hail climatology for Canada.

Improve safety and damage 
mitigation

The Northern Mesonet Project (NMP), 
which will be led by director Connell 
Miller, a wind impacts researcher with 	
NTP since 2018 is an important new 
program under the CSSL umbrella. 		
A mesonet is a regional network of 
automated weather and environmental 
monitoring stations designed to observe 
meteorological phenomena, like 
damaging winds, hailstorms and extreme 
rainfall. New algorithms will also be 
developed for the automated detection of 
severe and extreme weather using data 
from these stations.

“Using new techniques and technologies 
as well as experimental testbeds, NMP will 
increase the value and impact of publicly 

available surface 
weather observations 	
by creating a central 
online platform for all 
existing mesonets,” said 
Miller. “We’ll have a 
national ‘network of 
networks’ all working 
together towards 
making Canada a safer 
place to live, work and 
study.”

Beyond NMP and the 
continued efforts of 	
NTP and NHP, CSSL has 
a number of other key 
initiatives planned for 
the next 10 years, including the launch of 
a new flash flood program. A Western 
team studied the Greater Toronto Area 
flash flood in 2024, which provided an 
excellent opportunity for field 
investigators and student interns to train 
in a new area of severe storm research. 
This past summer, NTP also investigated 
the Jasper National Park wildfire, which 
may have spawned a rare fire tornado.

Researchers in the U.S. and Western are 
building on the latest advancements in 
tornado science to establish an updated 
Enhanced Fujita (EF) scale standard, one 
the CSSL will implement in Canada 	
when complete. The EF scale is used to 
measure the intensity of damage, with 
zero being the least severe and five being 
the most severe.

The CSSL will also leverage data from 
forensic-level hail-damage surveys to 
develop a universal hail damage scale. 	
The CSSL will also develop national risk 
models for hail damage.

Sustained excellence, partnership 
and support

Beyond the new $20-million investment, 
ImpactWX has long supported Western’s 
research in this area with previous gifts 
totalling more than $10 million that have 

greatly influenced and shaped how 
tornadoes, downbursts and hailstorms in 
Canada are tracked, recorded and 
scientifically examined. The support has 
also provided an immersive incubator 
experience for students and interns to 
become the next generation of wind 
engineers and severe storm scientists.

“The time is now to accelerate game-
changing research in the climate space 
with the establishment of the Canadian 
Severe Storms Laboratory. The CSSL will 
empower Canadians to better understand 
and prepare for increasingly devastating 
extreme weather events and build our 
resiliency,” said Travis Farncombe, 
ImpactWX founder.

World leaders converge

Leaders from both the NSSL and the ESSL, 
as well as meteorologists, engineers and 
storm impact scientists from around the 
world, met in London, Ont. Oct. 29 to 
mark the launch of the CSSL with a 
one-day research symposium at Western.

CSSL offices and labs are located in the 
Amit Chakma Engineering Building and 
will move to the newly constructed 
Western Engineering Building, planned for 
completion in 2026.

“	The commitment by Western to be a leader in this crucial field will continue to move the needle, 		
and we at ImpactWX are incredibly proud to support the dedicated and talented team there. 		
We’re excited to see what’s to come.” – Travis Farncombe, ImpactWX founder

Drone image of the EF4-rated tornado in Didsbury, Alta. in 2023. 
(Northern Tornadoes Project)
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Every so often, the property and casualty 
(re)insurance sector experiences a loss or 
series of losses that force it to re-think 
some of their basic operating assumptions 
or what they thought they knew about 
certain risk(s). These rethinks are often 
focused on a particular hazard, on a 
specific geographic area or country, or 
some other “place” where new info 
challenges old thinking.

Two such losses come immediately to 
mind: Hurricane Andrew in 1992 and the 
terrorist attack of September 11, 2001.

Prior to Andrew in August 1992 really 	
no p&c (re)insurer had a Cat 5 hurricane 
hitting Miami on their bingo card. 		
The storm contributed to the failure of a 
number of carriers and led to a slew of 
changes in the industry, many of which 
can still be felt today. See here for an 
article I initially wrote in 1999 and 
reprinted with updates in August 2017 	
on the 25th anniversary of the storm.

The terrorist attack of 9/11 often gets 
used as an archetype to explain the 
concept of “shock loss”. No one ever 
foresaw even the faintest possibility of 
multiple airliners being simultaneously 
hijacked and used as missiles against 	
high-value targets. Almost literally 
overnight, the event drove global insurers 
and reinsurers to re-underwrite virtually all 
property risks worldwide, whether it was 
a tower in Tokyo or a grain silo in 
Saskatchewan, and exclude coverage for 
terrorism. Companies writing coverage 	
for aircraft, airports and allied industries 
moved to drop the coverage or, at least, 
exclude terrorism, facilitating the need for 
governments across the globe to create 
immediate risk management solutions 	
to get aircraft, people and air cargo 
moving again.

While Andrew and 9/11 kind of naturally 
come up in any discussion related to 
insurance shocks that drove immediate 
significant (and lasting) changes in the 
business, there are other somewhat lesser 
examples of events that drove some 
rethinking in their own rights.

The 2004 North Atlantic hurricane season 
comes to mind. That year, four major 
hurricanes hit Florida (Charley, Frances, 
Ivan and Jeanne) causing some $50 billion 
in damage. It was the costliest hurricane 
season in history and the first time in close 
to 100 years that four major landfalling 
hurricanes hit the US.

The carnage, of course, continued in 
2005 with hurricanes Katrina, Rita and 
Wilma, causing a further reconsideration 
of what the industry thought it knew 
about hurricane exposure in the US.

This all leads me to consider the 2024 cat 
year in Canada. At writing, insured losses 
from extreme weather are in excess of $8 
billion, not yet including the atmospheric 
river flooding in BC October 18-20, or 
anything else that may occur between 
now and New Year’s Eve (keep in mind 

that the atmospheric river flooding in 	
BC occurred in mid November 2021 and 
the GTA ice storm occurred during the last 
week of the year in 2013).

The previous record breaking year for 
insured cat losses was, of course, 2016, 
when the Fort McMurray wildfire caused 
almost $4 billion in damage. Eleven 	
other events drove the total for 2016 to 
$5 billion.

The year now, of course, drops to second 
place.

One thing that makes 2016’s losses 
different than 2024 is that in ‘16, the 	
Fort McMurray wildfire was responsible 
for the lion’s share of the total for that 
year. This time around, losses are 
(unevenly) spread across four large events, 
including two significant urban floods, an 
interface wildfire in Jasper and a major 
hailstorm in Calgary.

Prior to 2024, Canada had never 
experienced a year with two billion dollar 
events (though it came close in 2013 with 
the Southern Alberta floods and the 
Toronto flood two weeks later).

2024 cat losses: Are Canadian insurers having a “moment”?

By Glenn McGillivray

Managing Director, Institute for Catastrophic Loss Reduction

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/hurricane-andrew-benchmark-glenn-mcgillivray/
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anticipate, mitigate, withstand and recover from natural disasters.
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This year, two of four events handily 
exceed $2 billion each, and the remaining 
two come close to or exceed $1 billion 
when adding claim adjustment expenses 
(which aren’t included in CatIQ estimates).

Though insured cat losses have been 
rising fairly rapidly in Canada over the 	
last decade or so, global reinsurers 		
have generally viewed the country as a 
relative safe-haven with regard to chronic 
large losses.

Will the events of this year change that 
thinking?

The international property cat reinsurance 
market had been in some flux the last few 

years, an unprecedented period with the 
market standing firm on rates and 
conditions for an uncharacteristically long 
time with no let-up.

As a result, many carriers who are able to 
do so have retained more risk in an 
attempt to keep the cost of reinsurance 
down. But not all carriers have this luxury 
(the paradox is that just when carriers 
need reinsurance the most, the price and 
terms are the least attractive).

After last year’s treaty renewal season in 
Canada, several carriers reported another 
round of rate increases, but more orderly 
negotiations than what had been 
experienced in the immediate prior years.

What will come this season remains to be 
seen.

Questions swirl around retentions, 		
rates, availability, conditions, timing, 
reinstatement covers and other 
considerations.

Whatever plays out this upcoming treaty 
renewal, and how it plays out, likely won’t 
be pretty.


