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Good afternoon. It’s a pleasure to be here with you today. 

 

Before I launch into my remarks this afternoon, I want to first compliment this club on the 

work it has done – and continues to do – to bring national priorities into clearer focus for 

Toronto’s business community and, indeed, all Canadians. 

 

For the past 10 years, the Economic Club of Canada has assumed a leadership role in 

clarifying the impact of issues on our cities and our country. 

 

It’s important work.  I congratulate you on it. 

 

------- 

On May 30, 2010, former Manitoba premier, Duff Roblin, passed away.    

 

On the occasion of his passing, there were many tributes to this humble man’s political 

career, but there was one that highlighted his legacy almost purely by chance. 

 

The day of his death, following near record rainfalls in Winnipeg, the Red River Floodway 

was activated. For those of you not familiar with Winnipeg, this floodway is a 47-km long 

channel that diverts water around the city following torrential rains.  Rains that would 

otherwise end up in the homes and businesses of communities all along the Red River. 

 

On that particular day in May, the floodway did its job.  Citizens…their homes, cars, and 

businesses…complete neighbourhoods…were saved yet again from overland flooding.   

 

Roblin, the political architect of this floodway - once known as Duff’s Ditch - would have 

been pleased. 

 

Because Premier Roblin had devoted his life to civic service, he was a man prepared to fight 

tough political battles, one of which happened to be the construction of that very floodway. 
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His floodway cost $63 million to build in 1968.  $63 million - $360 million today -- was a lot of 

money back then.  The Premier’s political opponents thought it too expensive and 

unnecessary. Since then, the floodway has saved the day more than 20 times, saving 

taxpayers an estimated $40 billion in today’s dollars. 

 

$63 million to build…$40 billion in savings. For the money managers in our audience, I’m 

sure you’ll agree that is a pretty good return on the dollar. For those who aren’t Bay Street 

investors, I am inclined to paraphrase the reflections of late U.S. Senator Everett Dirksen, 

who said, “A million here, a billion there, pretty soon you’re talking real money.” 

 

The Red River Floodway and the tenacity of Duff Roblin speaks to my theme this afternoon 

which is: When there’s a problem, Canadians solve it. When there’s a problem, Canadians 

act. 

 

------- 

First, let me convince you that we have a problem, that Canada has a problem. 

 

Between June 20th and 24th of this year, southern Alberta was hit by flooding.  Sadly, it took 

the lives of four people. 

 

About 100,000 Albertans were forced from their homes.   

 

At $6 billion, it was the costliest natural disaster in Canadian history.   

To date, insurers have been presented with more than $1.8 billion in claims, and the meter is 

still running. 

  

The painstaking recovery continues in Alberta. It will for years. For many residents, there will 

be a new and not-so-pleasant normal.  

 

Less than a month after the Alberta floods, to show that Mother Nature plays no favourites, 

the hard rains fell again, this time right here in Toronto at rush hour.  
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In just two hours, the time it takes to watch a movie, about five inches of rain came down.  It 

was enough water to fill the Rogers Centre 60 times.  In those days in July, many would 

argue that the Blue Jays weren’t really using the stadium anyway.  But that’s a speech about 

a different Canadian problem. 

 

That rainfall last July was a record for our city, with insured losses now approaching a billion 

dollars.  

 

Many of us will recall the image of the stalled GO train with 1,400 passengers who had to be 

rescued by watercraft.  Some even swam to safety.  Not an ideal commuting experience. 

 

Overland flooding in Alberta or extreme rainfall in Toronto - both present major risks to our 

communities. You won’t be surprised to learn that Canada’s home, car and business insurers 

have an interest in these risks, as well. 

 

The kinds of weather events I have just described are not exclusive to this year. 

 

In 2012, Insurance Bureau of Canada released a report that showed warmer temperatures 

and heavier rainfalls are part of our national forecast… not for a year, but for decades to 

come. 

 

In Canada, we are now experiencing, on average, 20 more days of rain annually than we had 

in the 1950s.  

 

And extreme weather events that used to happen once in every 40 years now happen every 

six. 

 

Canada’s insurers have a front row seat to this changing climate.  
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From 1983 to 2008, the annual average insurance pay-out for storm damage was less than 

$400 million per year. In the four years following --that is from 2009 to 2012 --insurers paid 

out more than a billion dollars each year in storm damage claims.  You don’t need a 

calculator to see that in the past four years insurance pay-outs for storms have more than 

doubled the annual average of the 25 years that preceded it.   If that isn`t bad enough, 2013 

losses are approaching $3 billion. 

 

Baseball manager Casey Stengel once said, “Now there are three things you can do in a 

baseball game: You can win or you can lose or it can rain.” 

 

Well it is raining. And…here’s the good news…we can win. 

But to do so we need to fully leverage our inventiveness.  This is not a foreign concept for 

Canadians.  We’re good at it.  We’re inventors. 

 

Consider such Canadian inventions as Pablum, the space arm and the anti-gravity suit.  And, 

of course there are many more Canadian examples of adaptation through innovation.  

 

Yes, it is a defining Canadian trait.  We innovate so we can adapt.  The bad weather, the 

catastrophic storms, are here to stay and, to deal with them, Canadian innovation is 

required.  We must cope in a way that solves the problem…solves Canada’s problem.  

 

Our country and Canada’s P&C insurance industry are facing the high human and economic 

cost of severe weather.  Through innovation we can and we will adapt to this new era of 

severe weather.   

 

We can now add to Canada’s list of inventions MRAT – the municipal risk assessment tool.  

Like Canada’s past innovations, MRAT promises to make a difference…to be an important 

contribution to the communities where we live and work. 

 

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/c/caseysteng131501.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/c/caseysteng131501.html
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Today, Insurance Bureau of Canada, along with the cities of Coquitlam, Hamilton and 

Fredericton, are launching this risk assessment tool, the first climate adaptation technology 

of its kind in the world. 

 

Today we look back to pioneers like Roblin and emulate their innovative spirit.   

------- 

So, other than an interesting acronym what is MRAT anyway?   

 

Well, I am going to steal from the advice of Lewis Carroll, the genius behind Alice In 

Wonderland, who counseled us to “begin at the beginning, and go until you come to the 

end, then stop.”  

 

The genesis – or the beginning - of MRAT was the realization that infrastructure failure in 

Canada was responsible for the majority of ever-mounting insured losses that accompanied 

rainstorms across the country.  The Federation of Canadian Municipalities pegged our sewer 

and stormwater system  infrastructure deficit at $55 billion.   

 

MRAT is an analytical tool that allows us to measure where those vulnerabilities exist 

specifically in any given community.   

 

When it comes to analyzing municipal wastewater infrastructure, MRAT has no equal.  

Here’s how it will work. I’ll use Hamilton as an example, but we’ve done the same in 

Coquitlam and Fredericton.   

 

Our engineers have combined the infrastructure data collected by that city – that’s the kind 

of information that identifies how old the sewers are, what maintenance programs are in 

place, proximity to bodies of water, the slope of the land…that sort of thing.  

 

In all, more than 580 data indicators of Hamilton’s infrastructure are combined with the 

claims history of insurance companies for each neighbourhood and all of that data are 
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combined with reliable weather predictors that forecast expected rainfall in the next 7 to 37 

years. 

 

These are analyzed to produce this…a map that could illustrate almost down to the house, 

an evaluation of the sewer backup vulnerability of Hamilton today…and if no improvements 

are made…of Hamilton in 2020…of Hamilton in 2050. 

 

By the way, this map is fiction.  It’s not real.  But if it was and during this pilot phase it will be, 

you could see that the red areas indicate zones that are currently most vulnerable to 

infrastructure failure.  

  

Seeing red has never been a good thing and here the colour is no different.  In fact, these 

red sections should probably be brown.  Why?  Because red areas mean ugly brown water in 

the basement.  Anyone in this room who has experienced this mess in their basement knows 

what I’m talking about. 

 

Green, however, is, like traffic lights, a good sign.  It means basement flooding is unlikely. 

 

When future climate data reflecting more rain is integrated into the equation, the maps 

show which new areas might experience sewer and stormwater infrastructure failure in the 

years ahead. 

 

For city engineers, the software gives a new and revealing picture of where such 

infrastructure is vulnerable in 2013, in 2020 and 2050. 

 

They will use MRAT maps to plan and prioritize infrastructure repairs and to adjust service 

levels. 

 

On the political side, municipal leaders will use MRAT as scientific validation of their requests 

for infrastructure dollars.  Federal and provincial decision-makers will be more inclined to 
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allocate funds because Canada’s mayors and councillors will have a scientific understanding 

of what work needs to be done, - when and where.   

 

Having a clear picture of how much our sewer and stormwater systems can withstand 

provides these municipal leaders with unique insights.  Imagine having a system that would 

tell you when some of the pipes in your own home might burst.  Not a bad investment, 

right? 

 

The more cynical among us might conclude that MRAT is a science-based excuse for insurers 

to collect higher premiums. They might assume that this is the real answer to the question 

“what prompted insurers to fund MRAT in the first place?”   

 

But here’s the rub.  Our member companies have funded the MRAT development to date to 

the tune of many millions of dollars.  In this, its early stage of development, they will be 

handing it over it to municipalities.   

 

Insurers, themselves, will have no access to the MRAT maps for at least the next three years 

and possibly more.  They have relinquished that access. Behind this innovative approach is 

one clear goal: to predict where catastrophic sewer backups are most likely to occur…this 

year…the next…all the way to 2050. 

 

Insurers simply want Canada’s cities and towns to fix their infrastructure for the good of us 

all.  In the Canadian spirit of innovation, insurers are committed to finding solutions to one 

of the most significant problems created by our changing climate.  By keeping this higher 

goal in mind…by keeping consumers at the centre…by supporting communities through 

innovation…insurers have gone a long way to solving one of Canada’s biggest problems. 

They have adapted to the severe weather scenario that is Canada. 

 

But what about Coquitlam, Hamilton and Fredericton?  Why have they embraced MRAT?   

Why have they not acted using their own best guess regarding the future of their 

infrastructure?  The answer is simple.  The mayors and municipal councillors of Coquitlam, 
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Hamilton and Fredericton are leaders. And they are not alone. The cities of Winnipeg, 

London, Bathurst, Moncton, Halifax and St. John’s have all collaborated with IBC in our 

developmental work on MRAT. In the months and years ahead we will be partnering with 

them to integrate MRAT into their infrastructure analysis.  

 

These city leaders have a duty to act in the best interest of their citizens, and by adopting 

MRAT and using it in their decision-making process, they are doing just that.  But, don’t rely 

upon me for this point of view.  Let’s hear from those leaders. 

 

Show Videos 

 

I would like to speak for a few moments about consumers…the folks who cope personally 

with the ravages of bad weather.  These are the Canadians who have been victims of wild 

fires, storm surges, destructive winds, overland flooding, sewage in their homes. The list 

goes on and on.  Insurance is often an answer to this destruction, but not the only answer. 

 

I am the first to admit that insurance has its limitations. It provides no comfort when there is 

loss of life.  It cannot bring back the destroyed family photos or sentimental heirlooms.  

Believe me, we do our best, but “being there” after a disaster is no match for “no disaster at 

all.”  Certainly, the taxpayers who fund provincial and federal relief funds would support 

that claim. 

 

Still, we all know that in times of great emergency, Canadians come together. 

 

This has been especially true this year. The floods in Alberta brought volunteers from across 

Canada and 5,000 on-the-ground insurance professionals. Toronto’s flood in July attracted 

help from many relief organizations. 

 

And historic natural disasters such as the 1998 Quebec and Eastern Ontario Ice Storm 

resulted in a massive collaborative effort. 
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Yes, Canadians are clearly very ready to come together after a crisis. 

 

But, with the announcement today of our collaborative MRAT work, the insurers we 

represent, and our city leaders, are more certain than ever that Canadians must come 

together before a crisis. 

 

Consumers, like their local governments, must do their very best to assess, predict and 

prevent personal loss to the extent they can.   

 

A few moments ago, I showed you these hypothetical maps that illustrate in living colour the 

neighbourhoods vulnerable to sewer backup because of infrastructure failure. That analysis 

followed the city’s sewer and stormwater infrastructure system all the way to the citizens’ 

front lawns, but, in the case of many cities, not to their front doors.   No matter how 

decrepit a sewer system may be, much can be done on the consumer’s property to prevent 

personal catastrophe.  

 

Let’s start with deciding where you live.  As tranquil as it is to live by the rushing river when 

heavy rains fall, it’s a choice fraught with potential problems.   

 

This is a lesson our municipal and provincial leaders are learning through firsthand exposure 

to tragedy.  For example, Alberta premier, Alison Redford recently reinforced the 

importance of land use planning in the prevention of residential and commercial property 

flooding.  She understands and has acted appropriately.   

 

The premier announced that homes and businesses destroyed by the June floods in 

southern Alberta would face serious restrictions regarding rebuilding and future 

development. These are difficult decisions for a politician to make.  We congratulate the 

premier on the leadership required to make them.  

 

Citizens can effectively support their governments in these wise zoning decisions…avoiding 

the temptation to pave paradise and put up the parking lot that Joni Mitchell told us about. 
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For all of us in this room, for all Canadians including those in Coquitlam, Hamilton and 

Fredericton, these are uncertain times. From the global financial meltdown of 2008 to the 

international debt crisis, there is a new era of turbulence, a new time of risk in the world. 

 

Against this backdrop, my industry is a reliable force for stability primarily because it knows 

how to evaluate and prepare for risk.  It’s our business and, humbly put, we’re good at it.  

So, who better than insurers to help mitigate the risks from severe weather?  As for today’s 

participating city leaders, by adopting MRAT, they have acted in the best interest of their 

citizens.  I applaud them. 

 

When it comes to mitigating loss due to failing infrastructure in Canada, insurers had some 

options. Insurers could have simply eliminated sewer backup coverage across the country.  

That might help their bottom-line…but it’s not a long-term solution. 

 

We could have raised premiums to the point that a product is available, but not 

affordable…Also unpopular and also not a solution. 

 

By working with municipal leaders, MRAT speaks to the Canadian way of solving problems.  

Leadership through innovation.    

 

Our municipal partners who, as I speak, are announcing regionally our MRAT collaboration, 

are rightfully proud of their leadership role.  I congratulate them on their vision, not just for 

their communities, but for Canada. 

 

As we go forward in the development and refinement of MRAT, we’ll keep in mind the 

visionary work of Duff Roblin – a leader with a problem who found a solution and, against 

long odds, made it a reality. 

 

Thankfully, the Duff Roblin brand of leadership in Canada’s cities and towns is alive today. 

Thank You. 


