
As a community, we have some challenging decisions to make.

FREDERICTON’S FLOOD CHALLENGE

The Lower Saint John River Valley, including the City of 
Fredericton, experiences an annual spring freshet from 
the Saint John River as the snow in the Upper Saint 
John River Basin melts, and spring rains create surface 
run-off. 

Major flooding occurs when other factors 
enter the mix: 
•	 Higher	than	average	snowpack	in	the	north,	Québec	

and Maine

•	 A	cold,	late	spring	with	a	sudden	temperature	change	
causing rapid snowmelt

•	 Heavy	rain

The City of Fredericton has experienced three major 
floods during the past 11 years. The frequency and 
severity of flooding in the Lower Saint John River 
Valley could increase due to changing weather patterns 
caused	by	a	changing	climate.	

In other words, Fredericton is a riverfront city and we 
will always experience floods. 

So,	while	the	City	has	been	adapting	to	this	reality	for	
more	than	two	decades	by	building	Fredericton’s	flood	
resilience, changes in climate require innovative and 
flexible	thinking.	How	do	we	mitigate	against	the	worst	
impacts	of	major	flooding?	How	do	we	prioritize	our	
spending? 

Building	flood	resilience	is	a	process	–	we	can’t	do	
everything at once. Meeting the challenge presented 
by	both	river-	and	rain-related	flooding	will	be	a	huge	
financial	and	operational	challenge.	And	the	work	we	
must do will span years if not decades. 

So, let’s talk.

Points to ponder:
We	look	forward	to	hearing	from	residents,	business	
owners	and	community	groups	about	their	experiences	
during the recent floods and their ideas to help us 
improve	Fredericton’s	flood	resiliency.	To	assist	you	
in preparing your presentation or comments, here are 
some questions that frame the challenge ahead of us:

1	 How	should	the	City	of	Fredericton	prioritize	
investments in flood mitigation with the limited funds 
it has at its disposal?

2	 Physical	barriers	such	as	berms,	dikes	and	levees	are	
frequently suggested as ways of protecting against 
floods,	but	they	don’t	work	in	every	situation.	If	

berms	could	be	placed	strategically	to	improve	the	
resiliency	of	the	city,	would	the	benefits	outweigh	
the changes to our riverfront trails systems?  What 
other	investments	could	be	made	to	create	a	barrier	
against the rising river?

3	 Thinking	of	the	entire	Saint	John	River	system,	what	
flood	resiliency	solutions	could	be	explored	by	the	
provincial and federal governments?

4	 As	we	experience	changes	in	climate,	we	anticipate	
more extreme weather, including heavy rainfall 
events.	How	can	people	better	protect	themselves?
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How – And Where – Floods Happen:
Floods can affect neighbourhoods in     
several ways: 
•	 Water	comes	in	overland	from	the	river,	streams	and	

wetlands to fill low-lying areas and streets
•	 Water	travels	through	the	storm	sewer	systems	

connected directly to the river and fills low-lying 
areas and streets from the street drains

•	 Water,	over	time,	works	its	way	through	sandy	and	
porous soils to fill low-lying areas and streets

•	 Heavy	rain	storms	overwhelm	the	storm	water	
system 

Different areas of the city flood in different ways, at 
different rates, and at different river levels: If your 
home	is	in	a	neighbourhood	next	to	the	river,	you’re	at	
risk	of	experiencing	a	flood.	Even	if	your	home	is	further	
away	from	the	river,	it	will	still	be	vulnerable	to	river	
flooding	if	it’s	in	a	low-lying	area.	The	same	happens	
to the transportation system: Some roads get flooded 

because	they’re	next	to	the	river	and	other	roads,	
further from the river are flooded as the flood water 
comes up through the storm sewer system.

Even	if	your	home	is	not	directly	impacted	by	floods,	
you’re	probably	still	affected	by	flooded	streets	and	
roads,	the	unavailability	of	municipal	services	and	the	
closure	of	important	public	institutions.	The	patchwork	
of consequences across the city also turns emergency 
response	and	public	transit	into	ever-evolving	
challenges.

Fredericton has experienced two historic floods in as 
many	years.	In	both	cases,	water	remained	high	for	an	
extended period of time. These longer-lasting floods 
were unprecedented and they forced people from their 
homes	and	isolated	neighbourhoods	on	both	sides	of	
the	river.	It	also	had	bigger	impacts	on	the	city’s	roads	
and	streets,	as	well	as	on	police,	fire	and	ambulance	
services. 

What’s Already Been Done?
Smart Planning
From	a	planning	perspective,	the	City	has	been	
adapting to climate change for the past 20 years. 
This	forethought	has	meant	that	the	size,	scope	and	
impacts	of	floods	have	been	much	more	limited	than	
they	otherwise	would	have	been.	For	instance,	areas	
more	vulnerable	to	flooding	have	been	off-limits	to	new	
buildings	and	other	developments	for	decades.	And	the	
City	has	long	required	builders	and	developers	to	adopt	
flood mitigation measures as part of their projects.

Managing and Renewing our Infrastructure
Like	many	cities	in	Eastern	Canada,	much	of	
Fredericton’s	infrastructure	is	old	and	needs	to	be	
replaced.		And	much	of	it	is	in	neighbourhoods	built	
close	to	the	river	and	at	an	elevation	below	the	highest	
peaks	of	our	most	recent	floods.	

Fredericton is a national leader in asset management 
planning,	which	involves	replacing	things	like	roads	
and streets, water and sewer systems, municipal 
buildings,	IT	infrastructure	and	more	in	a	timely	fashion	
while	getting	maximum	value	for	residents.	It’s	about	
determining	priorities	and	flagging	vulnerable	aspects	
of the system with future floods in mind. For example, 
during the past 15-20 years, Fredericton 
•	 has	been	increasing	the	size	of	major	culverts
•	 has	worked	to	maintain	a	separate	sanitary	and	

storm sewer systems
•	 has	installed	valves	in	key	low-lying	areas	to	manage	

river flooding 
•	 has	increased	the	size	of	stormwater	pipes	
•	 has	raised	key	sections	of	roadway	to	keep	important	
transportation	links	open	during	flooding

•	 has	created	flood	maps	to	more	easily	identify	
vulnerable	areas	and	infrastructure
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The Future:
The flooding-related issues faced in our 
community point to four major areas of 
concern where future flood-resiliency 
activities should be focused: 
•	 Key	transportation	infrastructure	(such	as	roads)

•	 Critical	municipal	infrastructure	(such	as	pipes	and	
culverts)

•	 Local	watershed	resilience

•	 Flood	risk	mitigation	for	properties

In all cases, we want to 
•	 keep	main	roads	open	for	citizens	and	emergency	

service providers

•	 help	businesses	and	institutions	stay	open

•	 tailor	solutions	to	specific	areas

•	 ensure	our	municipal	sanitary	sewer	system	
continues to operate properly

•	 ensure	stormwater	systems	are	managed	to	reduce	
impacts on municipal services, infrastructure and 
neighbourhoods.

But We Can’t Do It Alone…
Larger issues relating to flooding are completely 
outside	the	City’s	control	and	remain	the	purview	of	the	
provincial	and	federal	governments.	Examples	include	
our	bridges	and	many	of	the	city’s	roadways	are	under	
provincial jurisdiction. 
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