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The Toronto and Region Conservation Authority (TRCA) Flood Risk Public Awareness and Education
Program was launched in 2018, supported by funding from the National Disaster Mitigation Program
(NDMP), and included two broad program areas. First, to disseminate information on flood risk and
current risk reduction initiatives to municipal partners, and second, to jointly deliver (together with
municipal partners) risk information to flood vulnerable neighbourhoods via a combination of digital,
print, and in-person campaigns. This document outlines TRCA’s program approach and key takeaways
for implementing a successful public engagement campaign.

The areas adjacent to a river or stream that flood frequently are called flood plains. Conservation
authorities, like TRCA, map the extent of flooding in these areas to apply land-use and planning policies
to prevent exposure to this risk. Historically, communities grew near rivers and streams to leverage the
water or mechanical energy provided by them. As a result, there are many areas where development
already exists within the flood plain. In these areas, the potential for flood damage is high. Areas in
TRCA’s jurisdiction where there is a high concentration of buildings at risk of flooding are termed Flood
Vulnerable Clusters (FVCs). Many of these areas correspond to communities that were developed before
land-use planning practices for natural hazard management. TRCA recently ranked the 41 FVCs through
the and identified residents and businesses who live or
work in the highest-ranked Flood Vulnerable Clusters as being target audiences for enhanced risk
communications.

A successful awareness program should aim to reach the maximum possible number of residents in each
target community to inform them of their risk as well as options for enhancing their personal
preparedness. Using available channels of engagement is an important means of achieving this, along
with providing an opportunity for face-to-face interaction through in-person engagement events. TRCA
staff liaised with the local and regional Councillors in the target areas to communicate the intent and
goal of the public outreach as well as invite them to attend and/or participate in the public events. This
was done either through direct meetings or through presentations to council or committee meetings.
Local elected officials were often in attendance and highly supportive of the events held. In addition to
municipal partners, other agencies with active program areas in flood risk outreach were invited to
participate in applicable open houses.

The format of in-person engagement varied with each cluster. Where existing public engagement events
were already planned in the area by municipal partners or other TRCA departments, Flood Risk
Management staff leveraged the existing event opportunity and attend the related event, by providing
panels, takeaway materials, and the opportunity to answer questions. Where Flood Risk Management
staff hosted dedicated public open houses, the format included informational panel displays with staff
on-hand to answer questions, followed by a short presentation, and then a question and answer
session. The two-hour events were run by the hired facilitator, to engage the audience as a neutral point
of contact, to guide the question and answer sessions, and to collect qualitative feedback.

The uptake or attendance at any public event can be influenced by a variety of factors, ranging from the
audience demographics to the weather, to the number of competing events and history of a prior
engagement. While it is not possible to discern the causes of higher or lower attendance at the open-
house events, higher attendance at TRCA-hosted events was observed for those public open houses in
1) areas that had recently experienced a major flood event, 2) areas where the direct-mail advertising
was the most personal and visually engaging.
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A key observation from the discussions and questions fielded through this program was that most
residents assume that flooding of any kind is not their responsibility. Residents do not naturally
distinguish between different types of flooding and the corresponding roles and responsibilities.
Customizing flood risk information tailored to each community, with points of reference specific to each
neighbourhood, provides a better understanding of their personal risk. Thus, for an effective campaign,
each neighbourhood might require a different approach depending on the community type. In all cases,
the information presented must be meaningful, timely, and invoke a sense of urgency and personal
responsibility, and must include visual representations of risk.

The key lessons learned from TRCA’s outreach initiatives are characterized as follows:
Build on previous research
Leverage existing engagement opportunities
Get early buy-in from local elected officials
Leverage the expertise of local community representatives
Overcome reluctance to communicate risk by providing examples in other jurisdictions
Be flexible to partner approaches
Ensure appropriate representation at public events
Understand the different platforms for public engagement
Make critical information available
Design a visually pleasing digital presence, local to the user
Simplify technical information for public consumption
Use persuasive tones and make your advertising relatable
Utilize geo-targeted advertising
Provide appropriate contact information for flood emergencies
Further sections of this case study elaborate on each of these concepts.

The Flood Risk Public Awareness and Education Program was in its final stages when the new Ontario
Flooding Strategy was released, which underscored the importance of increasing awareness as a
method to reduce flood risk. Ensuring Ontarians are aware of flood risks is one of five overarching
objectives within the strategy, and TRCA has exhibited leadership in this area through the delivery of the
Flood Risk Awareness and Education Program. While the ability to undertake dedicated public open
houses and door-to-door in-person campaigns will be limited in the absence of follow-up funding to the
National Disaster Mitigation Program, education and outreach remain a key program area within the
Flood Risk Management group. Broad-range activities in this realm are expected to continue in
collaboration with municipal partners.
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INTRODUCTION

Many people inhabiting flood-prone communities are not fully aware of the risks to themselves and their
property. A 2017 survey by the University of Waterloo found that only a small percentage of residents living
in flood-prone areas are aware of their flood risk (Thistlethwaite et. al., 2017). Pro-actively communicating
risks to vulnerable communities can lessen the impact of flooding on these areas, as residents can take
preparatory steps to protect themselves and their homes. The comprehensive and sensitive delivery of risk
communication, in advance of a flood emergency, can support effective crisis communications during a flood
emergency. In this context, risk communication is meant to enable audiences to analyze, evaluate, and
synthesize information that will be valuable in the face of a potential emergency. Crisis communication, by
contrast, is meant to trigger audiences to remember known information, understand simple directions, and
apply key actions to lessen the impact of the crisis. The flood messages issued by conservation authorities are
an example of crisis communications. Pro-actively providing information to increase awareness in flood-
prone neighbourhoods is an example of risk communications, which can prime these audiences to follow the
protective actions outlined in the flood messages.

While Toronto and Region Conservation Authority (TRCA) has historically made flood plain information
available to the public via general website content and partnerships with municipal emergency management
activities, the inclusion of flood outreach activities as a method of non-structural flood risk reduction under
the National Disaster Mitigation Program (NDMP) presented a unique opportunity for more targeted
communication with residents and businesses in flood vulnerable neighbourhoods.

Recognizing the opportunity to leverage federal funding to undertake a dedicated flood risk outreach
program, TRCA successfully secured funding in 2018 through the NDMP to actively reach out to flood
vulnerable communities in TRCA's jurisdiction. Thus, the Flood Risk Public Awareness and Education Program
was launched, which included two broad program areas. First, to disseminate information on flood risk and
current initiatives in risk reduction to municipal partners, and second, to jointly deliver (together with
municipal partners) risk information to flood vulnerable neighbourhoods via a combination of digital, print,
and in-person campaigns. This document outlines TRCA efforts that were made to implement a successful

public engagement campaign, supported by NDMP funding.
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Floods can cause considerable damage to property and infrastructure, threaten human lives, and incur
significant costs in emergency assistance, clean-up, and remediation. While there is often a reluctance to
highlight existing flood risks to residents who may not be aware of them, providing information before a
flood can allow residents and business owners to take protective actions. Transparency around risk
information increases trust, builds relationships, and can provide the momentum to garner political support
for the implementation of flood risk reduction projects.

The Flood Risk Public Awareness and Education Program targeted residents, businesses and institutions living
and working in select flood vulnerable clusters, and was designed to:

Reach the maximum possible number of residents in each cluster to let them know they live in an
area that is at risk of flooding.

Translate technical information into easily understandable terms.

Provide updates about flood risk and flood plain information, and direct residents towards resources
that would be kept up-to-date.

The key messages that formed the basis of communications content included the following:

Information on the possible flood hazards including short-term and potential long-term impacts.

How individual preparedness can be achieved, and what actions can be taken during a flood
emergency.

The protective actions the public could be advised to take in a flood emergency (e.g. evacuations,
road closures).

The methods by which the public will be notified of a flood emergency and who to contact.

Where and how to access additional information and advice about general emergency preparedness
actions the public can take to prepare for all emergencies (e.g., emergency survival kit, public
alerting).

Effective key messages should outline risk information, clarify roles and responsibilities, and provide
targeted tips for enhancing flood preparedness.
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PROGRAM OVERVIEW

Program Development

Effective engagement with the public necessitates effective engagement with municipal partners first. In June
of 2019, Flood Risk Management staff undertook full-day workshops with staff from each of TRCA’s partner
upper, lower, and single-tier municipalities. Attendees included over 100 employees from diverse
departments. These workshops provided an opportunity to share location specific information on Flood
Vulnerable Clusters (FVC) within each respective municipality, to review previously established roles and
responsibilities during flood events, and to form working groups and work plans for the delivery of the public
outreach component.

TRCA presented an initial list of target clusters based on their risk ranking however, the final list of target
clusters and the corresponding strategies, were developed through working group sessions or through
subsequent communication with municipal partners, who identified their own priority areas and strategies.
Where the outreach events were organized and hosted by the Flood Risk Management team, TRCA staff also
liaised with the local and regional Councillors in the target areas to communicate the intent and goal of the
public outreach as well as invite them to attend and/or participate in the public events. This was done either
through direct meetings, presentations to council, or to committee meetings. Local elected officials were
often in attendance and highly supportive of the events held.

Different municipal divisions were brought together to develop content, with each having expertise in a
specific thematic area, as outlined in the table below:

Municipal Division Key content expertise

Emergency Management Office Convening other divisions; general emergency management
communications and outreach

Fire and Emergency Services Content development with respect to evacuations
Police Content development with respect to evacuations
Communications Review of communication materials, direct contact information such

as 311 triaging

Stormwater/Wastewater Urban (pluvial) flooding
Engineering Mapping, mitigation, and remediation studies
Planning and Development Planning policy, permit and regulation public inquires

Toronto and Region Conservation Authority 7
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Building Inventory

i)

York Region Municipal Engagement Meeting at Black Creek Pioneer Village, June 2019.

In addition to municipal partners, other agencies with active program areas in flood risk outreach were
invited to participate in applicable open houses. Agencies that attended TRCA hosted public events included
the following:

e Electrical Safety Authority, Hydro One and Toronto Hydro, to provide information on post-flood
recovery practices for household electric systems.

e Intact Centre on Climate Adaptation, to provide information on lot-level flood protection measures.

e Insurance Bureau of Canada, to field questions on insurance coverage options.

Each municipal partner’s respective Emergency Management staff also attended, thus providing a ‘one-stop-
shop’ for residents to inform themselves about various elements of flood risk.
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Staff from Hydro One’s Business Continuity & Emergency Preparedness team and the Town of Caledon Mayor
Allan Thompson.

Professional Facilitation

As this was the first foray into public engagement with a primary focus on communicating risk, as opposed to
the specifics of a project, TRCA hired a third-party facilitator for each of the public engagement sessions to
provide a neutral, professional point of contact. The facilitator was also tasked with capturing the key points
of the discussions and ensuring a record of the questions and answers was made available as a follow-up.
Finally, the facilitator was charged with providing guidance to the Flood Risk Management team through to
process so that each subsequent engagement event could capture lessons learned from the previous ones.

Dillon Consulting was selected as the facilitator following a publicly posted procurement process, which
evaluated proponents based on their experience in communicating potentially sensitive material and public
engagement relating to flood risk related projects.

Although many materials were already in development prior to engaging the facilitator, they provided
important insight into final meeting materials, including panels and presentation slides, and hosted each of
the public meetings, aiming to connect attendees with the relevant staff expertise made available at each
event. A key piece of guidance from the facilitator, in light of the subject matter, was the recommendation to
provide space and place for empathic listening. People who have the lived experience of a flood often want
public servants to understand the tangible, individual impacts, as opposed to solely the desktop data.
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Merrilees Willemse, Associate from Dillon Consulting Limited, facilitating the question and answer period at
the Whitchurch-Stouffville open house.
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Public Outreach Events and Materials

Where no public engagement opportunity already existed in the highest priority clusters, TRCA pursued

active outreach, with methods that were jointly developed with municipal partners. These tactics comprised

of the following:

Platforms

Type of product

Call to action / Key messages

Advertisements

Direct Mail Campaigns

Letter or postcard,
custom to the cluster
and used to advertise the
open house

You live in an area that is at risk of flooding. What would
you do if (local river or creek) overflowed and the water level
in your neighbourhood started to rise?

Come to an open house information session about river
flooding and how you can protect what is important to you.

Community Centre Bulletin
Boards

Generic posters

Not to alarm you, but you may live in an area at risk for river
flooding! We can help you become better prepared. Learn
more (custom web landing page, follow us (social media)
sign up for email alerts (TRCA flood messages).

Geotargeted Social Media
Campaigns

Facebook
advertisements

Not to alarm you, but you may live in an area at risk for river
flooding! We can help you become better prepared. Are you
prepared (link to custom landing page)?

Engagement Platforms

Public Open Houses

Panels
Presentations

FAQ’s

The panels and presentations were structured based on
suggestions from the hired meeting facilitator.

What nature does, what we can do and what’s next.

Events and Fairs

Generic flood
preparedness handouts

Spin wheel game

Interactive game demonstrating how the
probability/likelihood of storm events is independent

Do you live in a flood plain? Use our tool to search your
address.

Door to Door Engagement

Employee safety poster

This building is in a flood risk area. What employees need to
know

Flooding Dos and don’ts (link to custom landing page)

Information Repository

Custom Landing Pages

Custom web pages
developed for each
priority cluster (a great
place to store
information)

Living in a flood vulnerable cluster: know your risks (review
the flood risk maps), be prepared (Flood Preparedness Tips
for Homeowners including who should | contact during a
flood, stay informed (Sign up to receive to flood messages &
additional resources).

Toronto and Region Conservation Authority 11
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Public Flood Risk Maps

Maps can be an important tool for communicating risk. The 2018 report from Partners for Action entitled,
“Using Flood Maps for Community Flood Risk Communication”! concluded that maps can be beneficial to
build awareness of personal accountability in flood preparedness.

TRCA develops a variety of mapping products, stemming from the studies that are used to determine the
flood plain, or flooding hazard limit, for the purposes of applying land-use and planning policies. A key
component in discerning levels of risk within a community is understanding the likelihood of flooding at a
given location. A specific format of mapping, which delineated the return period flows as annual exceedance
probabilities, was developed.

Considerations for the format of the flood risk maps were gathered from TRCA’s municipal partners during
the partnership engagement workshops in June via a questionnaire and workshop sessions. Although
municipal partners expressed a desire to see flood depths on the map, the site-to-site variability of flood
depths as well as the difficulty in simultaneously distinguishing between likelihood and depth led to a
preference for showing likelihood but expressed as an annual chance of occurrence rather than as a return
period. The colour palette was also specifically chosen so as not to conflict with flood warning message
template colours or to give the impression of illustrating depth as opposed to likelihood.

An example of TRCA's flood risk map is shown in Appendix A.

1 Minano, A., and S. Peddle (2018). Using Flood Maps for Community Flood Risk Communication. Report
prepared for Natural Resources Canada (NRCan-30006050733). Waterloo, Ontario: Partners for Action.
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Given the diversity of municipal partner approaches, as well as the unique demographics of each cluster, the

engagement methods were tailored for each cluster, and are summarized in the table below.

Cluster Name Municipality Outreach strategy- in-person Advertising strategy
(rank)
Rockcliffe (1) Toronto Attendance at existing public event | N/A
organized by local councillor
Oak Ridges/ Lake Richmond Attendance at existing community N/A
Wilcox (8) Hill event organized by Fire and
Emergency Services
Woodbridge (21) Vaughan Attendance at existing community Community Centre posters; geo-
event — Woodbridge Fall Fair targeted social media campaign
Pickering Village (4) | Pickering/ Attendance at existing Public N/A — note that the PIC itself was
Ajax Information Centre (PIC) related to | advertised as part of the
flood infrastructure improvements Environmental Assessment (EA)
requirements
Jane-Wilson (2) Toronto Attendance at existing PIC for Geotargeted social-media campaign
Basement Flooding Area 45 Master | (PIC itself was advertised by the City of
Plan and Black Creek Trunk Sewer Toronto)
Improvement Study
Bolton Core (5) Caledon Dedicated flood risk public open Hand-delivered invitation letters
house
Stouffville Centre Whitchurch- | Dedicated flood risk public open Town recreation guide; geo-targeted
(27) Stouffville house social media campaign
Avondale Brampton Dedicated flood risk public open Hand-delivered lenticular postcards;
/Spring Creek (6) house geotargeted social media campaign
Vellore Woods (29) | Vaughan Attendance at existing community Community Centre posters
event — Vaughan Winterfest
Dixie-Dundas (3) Mississauga | Dedicated flood risk public open Mailed letter invites; geotargeted
house social media campaign
Markham Industrial | Markham Dedicated flood risk door-to-door Door-to-door delivery of employee

/ Don Mills Channel
(10)

information campaign

safety poster

Where existing public engagement events were already planned in the area by municipal partners or other

TRCA departments, Flood Risk Management staff leveraged the existing event opportunity and attended the

related event, providing panels, takeaway materials, and the opportunity to answer questions. Where no
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public engagement opportunity already existed in the highest priority clusters, TRCA pursued active outreach,
with methods that were jointly developed with municipal partners over the course of six months.

Where Flood Risk Management staff hosted dedicated public open houses, the format included informational
panel displays with staff on-hand to answer questions, followed by a short presentation and then a question
and answer session. The two-hour events were run by the hired facilitator, who engaged the audience as a
neutral point of contact and guided the question and answer sessions and to collect qualitative feedback.
Event summaries, panels, and presentation slides were posted to the landing pages (websites) to ensure
continued access to the information for members who were not able to attend in-person. A variety of
methods were used to advertise the open houses, including geo-targeted social media campaigns,
community centre posters and print invitations whose format varied from formal letters to visually engaging
postcards. Each of the print materials was equipped with links and QR codes to direct readers towards the
online information; enabling data collection on campaign effectiveness by tracking how many website visits
originated from each of these print campaigns. Overall traffic to the Flood Risk Management sections of
TRCA’s website was also tracked.

Examples of outreach approaches listed above are shown in Appendix B.

Over the course of a 10-month period, TRCA Flood Risk Management staff participated in events that had an
attendance base of over 2,400 people combined and created campaigns that reached 50,000 people digitally,
and almost 2,000 people by mail. From these, 3,100 people accessed the flood risk-specific landing webpages
to learn more about their risk, and there were over 200 meaningful in-person conversations with residents
and business owners living in TRCA's flood vulnerable clusters. Furthermore, the number of new public
signups to receive TRCA flood forecasting and warning messages between January and March 2020 (the most
active period of the campaign) was more than four times the average of new self-subscriptions in a given
quarter. The uptake or attendance at any public event can be influenced by a variety of factors, ranging
from the audience demographics to the weather, to the amount of competing events and history of a
prior engagement. While it is not possible to discern the cause of higher or lower attendance at the
open-house events, higher attendance among the TRCA-hosted open houses was correlated with 1)
areas that had recently experienced a major flood event, 2) areas where the direct-mail advertising was
the most personal and visually engaging.

While the attendance at in-person open houses on average corresponded to only 10% of the target
audiences, the continued presence of the key information on the cluster-specific webpages will allow for
growth, over time, in the proportion of residents and businesses that are aware of their flood risk.

Attendees at the dedicated open houses hosted by Flood Risk Management staff were given a simple survey
to determine their prior risk knowledge as well as the degree to which the information presented was useful.
Although approximately only 25% of attendees completed surveys, the facilitator hired by TRCA for these
events also captured qualitative information on key themes.

From the survey, it was possible to glean that:
Most respondents heard about the open house through TRCA’s direct mail efforts.
Most respondents (75%) now know what to do during a flood.
Almost all attendees found the information presented to be useful.
From the qualitative observations provided by the facilitator, several themes emerged with respect to

public perception around flood risk, as well as roles and responsibilities. Key themes included that:
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e Residents wanted to share their anecdotal experience of flood risks and have a desire to
supplement the data gathered during real flood events with their ‘eyes on the ground’
information.

e Residents sought clarity on whom to call (TRCA, the municipality, or first responders) for
flooding situations; residents did not see a distinction between urban or riverine flooding before
attending the event.

e Many residents expressed concerns about debris removal and channel cleanups.

e Residents and business owners sought information on specific measures they could take on
their own properties.

e Attendees were appreciative of the information being shared.

Survey results are shown in appendix C.

Thank you

p=——F=l =i ———] -

- A

Stouffville Riverine Flood Risk Open House on January 20, 2020
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Effective flood risk communication requires continued effort among multiple stakeholders. A key action
outlined in the Ontario Flooding Strategy is to increase access to flood-related information. Supporting
cohesive information access across the many agencies that have a role to play in reducing flood risks
requires co-ordination across organizational siloes. As an organization stemming from a systems-
thinking approach, conservation authorities can be effective convenors to bring together various
organizations however, intra-organizational agility and co-operation is an important requirement. The
lead division for communicating risk differs at each municipality — in some cases, it was under the
purview of emergency management divisions, in other cases, it was part of the corporate
communications mandate.

There is also a varying appetite for sharing information related to an existing risk in cases where there is
no public works project underway to remedy that risk. The reluctance to undertake flood risk awareness
programming stems from a variety of internal and external factors, as outlined below:

Internal factors Lack of services & funding to undertake outreach itself

Concerns for areas where a flood remediation solution is not
planned/budgeted

Lack of clarity in roles and responsibilities between divisions
for communicating about flood risk

Competing priorities for public engagement on other matters

External factors Influence of recent flood events on outreach — not wanting to
trigger emotional responses

Perceived concerns over property value and/or insurance
availability following risk disclosure

Although Municipalities and Regions have the primary responsibility in responding to flood emergencies,
residents also play a role in protecting themselves and their property from flooding. The assumption of
personal responsibility is hindered by the fact that many residents do not know they live in a flood plain, and
consequently lack awareness of the actions they can take to reduce this risk.

Toronto and Region Conservation Authority 16
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The reactions to being presented with flood risk information varied between individuals of each
community and greatly varied from community to community. Some interesting reactions, that can help
shape how to better tailor communications materials, are detailed below.

In a few cases, there was mistrust or misinterpretation of the flood plain mapping process: some
residents disagreed with the areas displayed on the flood plain map, identifying flooding outside
the mapped area (due to personal experience of living in the area). Clarifying the types of
flooding that are considered and not considered is an important factor (TRCA flood plain maps
look only at riverine flooding, not pluvial flooding, and do not incorporate debris jams, for
example). On the flipside, disbelief that flooding reaching the flood plain extents could ever
occur was also encountered, citing that such events had never occurred over the course of their
tenure at the property in question.

The public sometimes misinterprets risk information, resulting in either enhanced or reduced
perceptions of risk. For example, even with the efforts to simplify flood risk maps, some
residents still assumed a 100-year flood could not occur twice within 100 years. The concept
behind return periods is often misunderstood.

For non-owners, there were cases where tenants (residential and business owners) were not
aware of their flood risk, and in some cases, landlords expressed reluctance to share risk
information with tenants.

Housing type had an impact on risk perception — high-rise residents were more casual about
their concerns around flood risk; direct mail campaigns illustrating flooding to the ground-level
of single-family residential homes were less impactful to them. Tailoring the message is
encouraged, however it becomes costly to target materials for so many different demographic
profiles, as each segment requires its own design, custom print runs, sectioned mail drop, and
staff time. A balanced approach which is local to the neighbourhood (but does not segment
within each neighbourhood) and which provides further tailored digital content, was used.

Events where flooding had (relatively) recently occurred were far more tense and con