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Climate Change and Domestic Operations 

Craig Stewart – Vice-President, Federal Affairs, Insurance Bureau of Canada 

BGen Jeff Smyth – Director of Operations, Canadian Joint Operations Command 

Adam MacDonald – PhD Candidate, Dalhousie University 

Dr. Laura Chaloner – Senior Operations Officers, Public Safety Canada 

 

QUESTION: Can you provide an overview of the climate risks Canada is facing, and what 
are the costs?  

Craig Stewart:  

 Canada is warming at twice the rate of the world. Thus, expectations as a result of these 
climatic changes include: expected increase in heat events; expected increases in climate 
issues in Western Canada; increases in wildfires in British Columbia; increase in winter 
precipitations in Manitoba, Quebec, and Ontario; increased precipitation events 
(rainfall) in Atlantic Canada; and flooding from increased snow melting in Spring in 
Quebec and Ontario. 

 The previously CAD 400 million in annual insurance losses 15 years ago have quintupled 
to over 2 billion Canadian dollars in annual payouts, and thus insurance experts expect 
that by 2050, there would be: 

o CAD 6 billion annual loss in damages to housing and other related infrastructure. 

o CAD 5 billion loss due to flooding on roads and railways. 

o CAD 3 billion annual loss because of disruptions to electrical and transmission 
lines due to extreme heat and rainfall. 

o CAD 9 billion in human health costs as a result of the extreme climate conditions. 

 

QUESTION: What is the role of the federal government in terms of federal assistance? How 
does the federal government become involved in relief assistance? How does the process work? 

Laura Chaloner:  

 In Canada, requesting emergency assistance is a bottom-top approach, and this is the 
same process for requesting federal assistance in an emergency. The first point of 
response comes from local authorities and climbs up to the community level, and then, 
to the provincial territory, and when seriously overwhelmed then the federal government 
steps in.  

 The provincial authorities reach out to the public safety ministry who collaborate with 
the province to identify and evaluate the situation and ensure all avenues have been 
exhausted. The public safety minister then goes on to share the findings with the 
ministry of government operations. They weigh the request, and if necessary, they reach 
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out to the Canadian Armed Forces (CAF), always as a last resort.  The decision is then 
communicated from the federal level back to the provincial authorities. 

 

QUESTION: Can you situate your current study in the conversation regarding the recent 
demand for provision of services by the military domestically during this pandemic? 

Adam MacDonald 

 The military possesses 3 attributes that make it an ideal partner to use in emergency 
assistance situations: organizational capabilities, specific assets and resources, and a big 
body of people ready to work. 

 In this pandemic, the CAF has been used to: aid repatriating Canadians overseas at the 
beginning of the pandemic; help local communities set up medical facilities; support 
long-term homes during the height of the pandemic; coordinate the vaccine roll-out and 
vaccine clinic administration. 

 

QUESTION: In terms of expectations, what is the public safety ministry anticipating and 
expecting that climate change will do in creating future emergencies that will result in likely 
requests by other levels of government for federal assistance. 

Laura Chaloner 

 In the past 25 years, Public Safety has seen an increase in the intensity and frequency of 
hazards across Canada, of which climatic change is a major driver. This has led to an 
increase in requests from provinces for financial support and resources from the federal 
government. 

 The concurrent nature of events has even more implicated the increase of requests for 
federal assistance, and we are expecting that these trends will continue since mitigation 
efforts are limited. 

 

QUESTION:  What is the CAF anticipating in terms of the demand signal that may have been 
set as part of their share of the response to these types of emergencies? What are the Canadian 
Armed Forces anticipating in terms of the potential magnitude of emergencies? 

BGen Jeff Smyth: 

 There is indeed an increase in crisis and thus an increase in emergency responses by the 
CAF. In the span of 20 years i.e., from 1992 to 2010, there were only 8 deployments to 
support /respond to some type of climate-caused emergencies. However, between 2010 
and 2020, there have been 34 deployments. This shows a huge increase in the number of 
emergencies and the trend continues to increase in recent times. 

 A major challenge this has created for the CAF include the impact on operations: 
Bandwidth that is utilized or stretched to focus on climate-caused emergencies 
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domestically are unavailable/distracted to deal with adversaries like Russia and China 
internationally. 

 However, our preparedness for these types of challenges includes maintaining a standing 
operations order for domestic operations, regenerating backup forces to support 
standing operations such as bringing on board level one firefighters and the reserves 
units to support provincial emergency responders; and enhancing medical capabilities to 
cater for the force as well as domestically when there is a need. 

 

QUESTION: Should the old and existing climatic risks be more concerning than the new risks 
or vice versa? Additionally, where do you balance the assessments of the old and new risks? 

Craig Stewart: 

 The old risks such as fire, fluvial floods, etc., are predictable. However, new risks such as 
the recent heating across the country have not been predictable. This is mainly a fault of 
ours which is caused by inaccuracy in modeling risks. 

 

QUESTION: As Public Safety is looking ahead, what is the trajectory for resources across the 
rest of the federal government in 5 to 10 years from now? What is the size of the toolbox for the 
federal government going forward? 

Laura Chaloner: 

 In terms of federal resources, actions are being undertaken to review the COVID 19 
emergency efforts and assess the federal government’s response. This is to address 
existing gaps as well as increase our capabilities in the future. 

 This would be ideal to resist the temptation of drawing on the CAF. One of the current 
actions undertaken by the federal government and the Public Safety in this regard is the 
building of a stronger humanitarian workforce. An example is an investment towards the 
Canadian Red Cross and other humanitarian NGOs to increase their capacity in 
addressing the issues and risks that come with COVID 19 and other large-scale 
emergencies. 

 Another goal is to build a more sustainable humanitarian workforce that is matured and 
well instituted, and can provide fast and scalable relief in cases of emergencies across the 
country. 

  

QUESTION: What is the trajectory of current government resources across different levels? 
How is your department assessing that, relative to your forecasted need? 

Craig Stewart: 

 In the past five years, Public Safety has expanded its attention and capacity to old risks. 
Some of the efforts/programs include:  
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o The exploration of strategic relocation programs: These take place in high flood 
risk flood plains where we are certain of risks. There is currently a task force 
reviewing this program, and at the end of their report, the program would be 
better improved. 

o Retrofit programs in areas such as energy, climate resilience, etc.: Several studies 
on retrofit programs have been undertaken especially on climate resilience. There 
should be floodproofing in areas likely to flood as well as fireproofing in areas 
wildfires are likely to occur. Even importantly, now that there is the knowledge 
and technical know-how on how to undertake these new programs, it is even 
more necessary to put retrofitting to work as soon as possible. 

o Better recovery programs: We need better recovery programs such as better 
insurance programs. Additionally, disaster assistance and insurance assistance 
ought to be structured in a way that they do not compete with each other. This 
would make it easier for everyone to get access to some sort of financial recovery 
instrument in times of emergencies. 

 However, there is a major challenge which is bad flood mappings. In general, we ought to 
do a better job of modeling risks. This can be done by working together with other 
departments/ministries, partnering with all levels of governments at the provincial level, 
and sharing the modeled risks with Canadians so they understand potential risks to 
mitigate the surprise element when these risks such as heat, fire, etc. do actualize.   

 

QUESTION: In your opinion, given the current trajectory in terms of disaster response and 
the CAF being the force of last resort, is the CAF still the force of last resort?  

Adam MacDonald: 

 Despite how militaries such as the CAF have been set-up, and their ability to carve out 
certain capacities to support domestic emergency operations, this idea of the CAF as the 
last resort has led to 2 core issues, i.e., concurrent risks and the fungibility of assets that 
are being developed. 

 These are difficult times for the CAF for a couple of reasons. These include personnel 
shortages due to the multi-headed idea of a super CAF where they are stretched to do 
several things because they are readily available. Additionally, there is a shortage due to 
mental health issues. 

 If the CAF is going to be more involved in society domestically, then what is the interplay 
between the military and society as well as the expectations around these types of 
relationships? This is something we ought to think about. 
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QUESTION: Are there other types of activities that would fit within a climate-induced 
disaster response that has been identified as areas that need additional coordination to work 
through what would happen? What types of requests and specific capabilities and resources 
might be needed in the future as responses to forest fires and floods? 

 There is more focus on the less traditional military operations as we look forward to the 
future. Thus, aside from the usual style of response such as aiding in moving logistics 
and other simple tasks domestically, there are no new capabilities or no real analogs 
when responding to disasters domestically.  

 One capability we identified and the government has been investing in is the mobile 
health units. 

 Heat is an area that much has not been done over the years as compared to fires and 
floods. Yet, we have lost a lot of people through the heat in a week as compared to the 
other risks. Because we cannot easily see it, it has become a type of peril that is very 
difficult to guard. Unfortunately, we do not have good data on mapping who or places 
that are at risk and how to protect them. There should be a national conversation on 
what we can do better on heat and explore new capacities to relieve the most affected 
during heat events.   

 



 

 

  

 

 About the Author 

 

Benjamin Ofosu-Atuahene has recently completed his Master’s degree in Political Science 

at Dalhousie University, for which his thesis looked at the role of private security actors in 

Nigeria. During his MA, Benjamin was the recipient of both the 2020 Keens-Morden 

Scholarship and the Shaw-Parpart Scholarship Award in Political Science. Benjamin, who is 

proudly African and from Ghana, has several research interests which revolve around African 

security and the relationship between the continent and the West. He currently lives in Halifax, 

Nova Scotia, and is looking forward to exploring future opportunities that come his way.  

 

  



 

 

  

 

 Canadian Global Affairs Institute 

 
The Canadian Global Affairs Institute focuses on the entire range of Canada’s international 
relations in all its forms including (in partnership with the University of Calgary’s School of 
Public Policy), trade investment and international capacity building. Successor to the Canadian 
Defence and Foreign Affairs Institute (CDFAI, which was established in 2001), the Institute 
works to inform Canadians about the importance of having a respected and influential voice in 
those parts of the globe where Canada has significant interests due to trade and investment, 
origins of Canada’s population, geographic security (and especially security of North America in 
conjunction with the United States), social development, or the peace and freedom of allied 
nations. The Institute aims to demonstrate to Canadians the importance of comprehensive 
foreign, defence and trade policies which both express our values and represent our interests.  
 
The Institute was created to bridge the gap between what Canadians need to know about 
Canadian international activities and what they do know. Historically Canadians have tended to 
look abroad out of a search for markets because Canada depends heavily on foreign trade. In the 
modern post-Cold War world, however, global security and stability have become the bedrocks 
of global commerce and the free movement of people, goods and ideas across international 
boundaries. Canada has striven to open the world since the 1930s and was a driving factor 
behind the adoption of the main structures which underpin globalization such as the 
International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, the World Trade Organization and emerging free 
trade networks connecting dozens of international economies. The Canadian Global Affairs 
Institute recognizes Canada’s contribution to a globalized world and aims to inform Canadians 
about Canada’s role in that process and the connection between globalization and security.  
 
In all its activities the Institute is a charitable, non-partisan, non-advocacy organization that 
provides a platform for a variety of viewpoints. It is supported financially by the contributions of 
individuals, foundations, and corporations. Conclusions or opinions expressed in Institute 
publications and programs are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of 
Institute staff, fellows, directors, advisors or any individuals or organizations that provide 
financial support to, or collaborate with, the Institute. 
 
 


