
Toronto is wetter than it has ever been before. A city not 
designed for summer deluges is now required to deal 
with them. Summer storms are disrupting travel, flooding 
homes, and costing the city. Additionally, Toronto’s lack 
of a flood-resilience plan means that the city is falling be-
hind in its meeting of UN Sustainable Development Goal 
(SDG) 11, which calls for safe and reliable infrastructure 
that is resilient to natural disaster (including floods). As 
well, the city adopting a resilience plan would be in keep-
ing with SDG 11.b. 

Fortunately, though, Toronto has developed the 
Flood-Resilient Toronto Strategy that should be adopt-
ed. This strategy aims to first compile all of Toronto’s 
flood data and create a flood-risk map that can be easily 
understood and updated. Then city departments (and 
perhaps the public) can see what needs work first. The 
Flood-Resilient Toronto Charter, part of this strategy, also 
calls each city department to consider flooding when 
they build or renovate their infrastructure, and also im-
plements a collaborative framework to improve intra-city 
communication and reduce redundant work. These tools 
will help Toronto ensure safe housing and reduce the 
impacts of flooding disasters, in keeping with UN SDGs 
11.1 and 11.5.

11.1 Ensure access to safe and 
affordable housing

11.5 Reduce amount of people 
affected by disaster and the 
economic loss

11.b Increase the number of cities 
with resilience plans

The UN’s SDG 11 calls for resilient and safe infrastructure. 
Implementing the Flood-Resilient Toronto Strategy can help 
meet these goals:

• Toronto’s largest rainstorms have been in the 
past two decades

• Flooding is an issue that affects all of Toronto
• Adopting the Flood-Resilient Toronto Strategy 

would prepare the city for increasingly worse 
weather

• Toronto needs a resilience strategy to meet UN 
SDG 11

1 400 passengers were stranded for seven hours on a GO 
train stuck in floodwater after a 2013 storm [1].
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Toronto is getting hotter, wilder, and wetter. A city never 
designed for wet weather is finding itself having to cope 
with intense rain storms (shocks) and long stretches of 
constant drizzle (stresses). The city will have to be able 
to cope with more of these events going forward as the 
climate becomes more aggressive [2, p. 91]. 

Today’s Toronto is built on mostly flat land with deep 
ravines on either side. This means that when rains do 
fall, water tends to pool until it can drain out through 
one of these ravines. Of Toronto’s four major floods from 
1914–2014, two have been in this century. The rainfall 
causing those two floods was larger than any previously 
recorded rainfall. Post-Hazel flooding management is no 



Major Toronto Storms in the Past 100 Years
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Flooding is the largest problem facing Toronto’s infra-
structure today. There is not much point building infra-
structure if it is going to end up underwater. Also, Toron-
tonians are keen for something to be done about flooding 
in the city, and floods affect many parts of the city, as 
opposed to more localized disasters.

Reducing flooding in Toronto would easily help meet 
SDG 11.5, as flooding is so widespread. In addition, flood 
reduction would aim towards Goal 11.1 as safe houses do 
not flood. 

In order to meet Goal 11.b, Toronto needs a resilience 
plan (including flood resilience). Fortunately, Toronto has 
been working on this. Currently, Toronto’s flood reduc-
tion measures are scattered and outdated. Updating pro-
grams such as the Wet Weather Flow Master Plan and The 
Basement Flooding Protection Program to account for 
the new weather the city is getting and integrating them 
into the more comprehensive Flood-Resilient Toronto 
Strategy will help reduce redundant work and improve 
the city’s flood resilience, while meeting Goal 11.b. 

Related to this, Toronto should create a centralized flood 
map. Toronto has many repositories of flood informa-
tion, but they are not shared. Toronto should combine 
these datasets into a comprehensive flood map in order 
to better see areas that are at risk for flooding and should 
be focused on first. This will also help improve collabor-
ation between different city departments and reduce the 
amount of redundant work that is done, and prioritize 
meeting and seeing where the city is falling short of Goal 
11.5.

The Flood-Resilient Toronto Charter (FRTC), part of the 
Strategy, is an important first step in that it encourages 
city departments to all consider flooding in their pro-
jects, and to work together to build flood-resilient infra-
structure. For such a (literally) wide-reaching problem, 
having a commitment to work together is necessary, and 
a good place to start. 

The FRTC also includes clear public communication, 
an important part of any plan that is to ultimately be 
successful. Clearly communicating  and showing what 
the city is doing to tackle flooding (using tools like that 
integrated flood map) will help reinforce that this is a ser-
ious issue, but something is being done about it, and help 
people feel like it is their project too, because they can 
follow along with what is going on. This will be import-
ant for such an extensive project: the public needs to be 
behind it if it is to continue. Clearly communicating what 
is going on is important to this. 

longer adequate, as evidenced by these floods [3]. Since 
2014, three more floods have hit the city, resulting in a 
stranded GO train, nine damaged streetcars, 700 flooded 
basements, 300 000 Torontonians without power, and 
numerous other issues [2, p. 94].

This is an issue that is well-known to Torontonians, too. 
78% of Torontonians expressed concern over the effects 
of climate change in the city, and 16 000 residents were 
left without power after a 2018 rainstorm [2, p. 55]. 
Flooding can leave behind E. coli and mould infestations, 
leaving behind a health problem even after the waters 
have receded [4]. Flooding has become such a common 
problem for the city that a Toronto Fire platoon chief 
remarked that a storm that closed several streets was “…
nothing out of the ordinary…” [5]. 

As infrastructure ages, this problem will become more 
noticeable, too. Toronto also does not have a clear man-
date for tacking flood resilience, something that should 
be considered before renovating old infrastructure [2]. 

In the past hundred years, three of Toronto’s worst storms have 
been in this century. Two of them have been larger than the 

“benchmark storm” of Hurricane Hazel in 1954 that killed 81 
people [3]. 

ADOPT THE FLOOD-RESILIENT 
TORONTO STRATEGY
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