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Executive Summary

Gore Mutual Insurance Company, through their Foundation, launched the launched the Climate and
Equity Lab in partnership with Social Innovation Canada (SI Canada) and York University's Faculty
of Environmental and Urban Change to better understand the current activity, needs and knowledge
gaps on the impact of climate change on vulnerable and equity-deserving groups in Canadian urban
environments, including the increasing number of those Canadians who are deemed “uninsurable.”

The goal of this report is to present the findings from the inaugural or “discovery” phase of the lab
process and identify areas for further exploration and collaboration. Our process benefitted from the
diverse perspectives of over 100 stakeholders and experts within the climate change adaptation,
community resilience, insurance, and housing ecosystems. This report seeks to more clearly define
the problem and highlight some of the conditions that shape it, share what we heard, and provide
some promising ideas and areas where effective solutions are likely to emerge.
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Research and engagement methodology
Step 1: Defining our Challenge Statement. Partners worked to define the following hypothesis
statement to test during the discovery phase:

Climate change is having a disproportionate impact on vulnerable groups across Canada,
including the growing number of Canadians deemed "uninsurable." The societal and
economic implications of this crisis require a unified effort to mitigate negative impacts
on those most at risk.

Step 2: Investigating knowledge gaps, through research led by York University's Faculty of
Environment and Urban Change. York’s research comprised a literature review, 14 in-depth
interviews with housing adaptation experts, and a review of municipal policies discussing housing
adaptation at Toronto, Vancouver, and Waterloo region.

Step 3: Testing early insights through community-based workshops with over 82 contributors, led by
Social Innovation Canada. Social Innovation Canada held workshops in Vancouver, BC, Toronto
and Cambridge, Ontario. The goals of the workshops were to further test our hypothesis and the
findings of the literature review. 

 1 Equity-deserving groups are communities that experience significant collective barriers in participating in society. This could include
attitudinal, historic, social and environmental barriers based on age, ethnicity, disability, economic status, gender, religion, nationality, race,
sexual orientation and transgender status etc. Equity-deserving groups are those that face discrimination or barriers to equal access,
opportunities and resources and actively seek social justice and reparation
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As we learned more about the end-point impacts of climate change hazards on communities, the
various factors or circumstances that can make those impacts worse for some communities came
into focus. These contributing “conditions” may not be the direct cause of these impacts, but they
can work alone or together to influence how people experience those impacts.  
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Contributing conditions

Housing quality and affordability. The team’s research demonstrates how the high and rising
cost of housing can mean that lower-income families and those with little social support can live
in housing which makes them even more vulnerable to climate hazards.

Capacity for community leadership. We heard that meeting the needs, concerns, and
perspectives of equity-deserving community members requires intentional engagement with and
the encouragement of participatory leadership within and across those communities. 

Social/relational community infrastructure. We heard that strong social ties and established
community networks are crucial for enhancing local resilience to the impacts of climate change.

Access to information. Without access to accurate, relevant, and timely data on climate risks,
individuals cannot make informed choices about their safety, such as when to evacuate, how to
prepare their homes, or what precautions to take during extreme weather events.  

Affordability of protective measures. As climate hazards increase in Canada and globally,
the affordability of protective measures, including insurance, is becoming more complex,
particularly for the increasing number of those Canadians who are deemed "uninsurable.”

Levers for change
Building our understanding of the complex conditions that can influence how the impacts of climate
change hazards are experienced by different communities enabled partners in the Climate and
Equity Lab at York University’s Faculty of Environmental and Urban Change to begin to identify
some promising areas of work.

We view these promising areas as “levers for change,” or approaches or interventions that, when
applied effectively, have the potential to impact these conditions in significant and lasting ways.  

The following levers for change emerged through our research and community engagement to date.
We aim to explore and refine them further through the next phases of the collaborative lab process:

Insights from the Discovery Phase



Community-led climate resilience: Local organizing to build effective responses to climate-related
emergencies.
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Next steps
These insights have helped set the stage for the next phase of the lab where we plan to continue to
deepen our learning about the levers of change we have identified, and work with stakeholders
across sectors to help develop impactful and feasible solutions. By doing this, we aim to further our
understanding of the supports and contexts that these solutions might need to scale and/or generate
significant and lasting impacts.

Lever 1

Lever 2
Inclusive municipal climate adaptation approaches: Strategies that centre the expertise,
experience, and well-being of equity-deserving community members in the development of
municipal-regional climate adaptation policies and strategies.

Lever 3
Protective and accessible housing innovations: Innovations in the planning, construction, and
governance of housing that embed climate safety for low-income households.

Lever 4:
Collaborative action and advocacy: Fostering integrated, cross-sectoral collaborations that
recognize the interconnectedness of housing, health and well-being, social infrastructure, and
climate resilience. 

Lever 5:
Access to affordable insurance: Innovative approaches that address the protection gap for
equity-deserving communities.
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Why now?

Gore Mutual Insurance Company launched the Climate and Equity Lab in partnership with
Social Innovation Canada (SI Canada) and York University's Faculty of Environmental and
Urban Change to better understand the current activity, needs and knowledge gaps on the
impact of climate change on equity-deserving groups in Canadian urban environments,
including the increasing number of those Canadians who are deemed ”uninsurable”.

Gore Mutual’s goals for supporting this work are to:
Influence other Corporate Grantmakers to align their separate equity and climate
strategies together and action on the various opportunities that may arise from the Lab.
Influence Charitable Partners to collaborate across the spectrum of poverty, equity and
climate change for greater alignment of resources and initiatives.
Provide Policy Makers with clear opportunities for local investment that is developed in
partnership with individuals directly affected. 

The Climate and Equity Lab

In 2023, Gore Mutual Foundation celebrated its 25  anniversary by introducing the Equity
Acceleration Fund, aimed at offering grants to charitable organizations focusing on the
interconnectivity that exists between poverty, equity, and climate change.

Through their work in this space, Gore Mutual identified a troubling lack of investment in
understanding the impact climate change is having on equity-deserving groups in urban
environments, as well as insufficient action to help prepare the most vulnerable Canadians
to adapt to climate change.

In Canada, climate change is imposing an increasingly disproportionate burden on
equity-deverving groups, and factors such as poverty can now significantly impact the
likelihood of recovering from extreme weather events.

Climate risks are highest among Ontario's most vulnerable populations and will
continue to amplify existing disparities and inequities.

Globally, temperatures hit record highs in July of 2023, while Canadians in every
province and much of the North were directly impacted by fires—and if not from the
blazes directly, then by the thick smoke from those fires that blanketed cities and
towns thousands of kilometers away. More than 100,000 people were forced to
evacuate their homes between May and September and hundreds of homes burned,

3

3 Mike Crawley, "Ontario’s First Ever Climate Change Risk Assessment Finds Critical Infrastructure, Roads at Risk," CBC News,
September 14, 2023.

th

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/ontario-climate-change-impact-assessment-1.6964662
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Methodology

including about 200 in suburban Halifax in the spring, and almost as many in West
Kelowna, B.C., in August.

A social innovation lab is designed to focus on complex problems and to build strategies for
transformation in systems. The goal is to develop sustainable solutions that have a lasting
impact on the challenges being addressed.

Social innovation labs apply a multi-stakeholder process that brings together individuals
and organizations who are impacted by the problem as well as those who can enable and
implement the solutions. This often includes community members, non-profit organizations,
different levels of government, philanthropic organizations, academia, and businesses who
have a vested interest in finding sustainable solutions.

The process combines design thinking and systems thinking approaches to develop and
identify solutions that address the root causes of complex challenges and create systemic
change. 

The discovery phase is often the first phase of a social innovation process. It involves
identifying and understanding a challenge before moving to develop solutions. The
discovery phase aims to ground any resulting innovation in real needs, ensuring that it has
a high potential for impact.  

In the Climate and Equity Lab, the goal of the discovery phase was to consider the problem
from different perspectives to develop a shared understanding of the characteristics of
effective solutions: how does climate change impact equity-deserving people living in urban
areas, what contributes to those impacts, and what specific conditions must the most
effective solutions consider?

4 Mia Rabson, "Majority of Canadians Worried about Climate Change: Poll," CBC News, September 13, 2023
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What is a social innovation lab?

Discovery Phase

The partners
Gore Mutual Foundation is the founding partner of The Climate and Equity Lab.

By testing proposed solutions before investing in pilots, it helps a collective surface
assumptions that would have caused bigger problems if left unchecked.”  

- Ben Weinlick, Founder, Action Lab

https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/majority-canadians-worried-about-climate-change-1.6964334
https://www.actionlab.ca/blog/what-do-we-really-mean-by-social-innovation
https://www.actionlab.ca/blog/what-do-we-really-mean-by-social-innovation


As the academic partner, York University's Faculty of Environment and Urban Change
provided a postdoctoral researcher to lead new research to explore how the effects of
climate change may exacerbate existing gaps and inequalities faced by Canada’s most
disadvantaged populations.
Social Innovation Canada is the Lab Lead and designs, facilitates and manages the lab
process, including stakeholder engagement and knowledge sharing.
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Discovery methodology
Step 1: Development of the challenge statement. 

Partners articulated a challenge statement or “hypothesis” to test as we moved through this
phase of the Lab.

Step 2: Investigating knowledge gaps. 

Research led by York University's Faculty of Environment and Urban Change comprised a
literature review, 14 in-depth interviews with housing adaptation experts, and a review of
municipal policies discussing housing adaptation in Toronto, Vancouver, and the Waterloo
region.

York University investigated how substandard housing and built-environmental conditions
leave low-income Canadians at a disproportionate risk of climate hazards, and evaluated
the effectiveness of climate responses from public, private, and non-profit sectors, and
municipal policies in addressing these inequalities. The methodology comprised a review of
the literature, 14 in-depth interviews with housing adaptation experts, and a review of
municipal policies discussing housing adaptation in Toronto, Vancouver, and the Waterloo
region. 

Step 3: Testing early insights. Community-based workshops led by Social Innovation
Canada.

Social Innovation Canada held workshops in Vancouver, BC, and Toronto and Cambridge,
Ontario. The goals of the workshops were to further test the hypothesis and the findings of
the literature review. The team brought together a diversity of over 82 participants including
residents who have experienced the impact of climate hazards, researchers who have
studied the issues, industry leaders, and decision-makers across sectors. Contributors
helped us learn more about the problem and to identify promising ideas and insights while
highlighting good work in progress. 
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The challenge frame

Climate change is having a disproportionate impact on vulnerable groups across
Canada, including the growing number of Canadians deemed "uninsurable." The
societal and economic implications of this crisis require a unified effort to mitigate
negative impacts on those most at risk.

Challenge statement

Climate perils like floods, tropical cyclones, windstorms, wildfires, severe convective storms
and winter weather are responsible for the vast majority of insured loss. Climate change is
expected to exacerbate these perils, resulting in hazards such as extreme heat/cold,
extreme wind, tornado, cyclones, extreme precipitation, drought, hail, snow, and flooding.

As these disasters become more violent and frequent, they become more expensive. In
previous decades, the cost of weather-related disasters was roughly equivalent to one per
cent of Canada’s annual gross domestic product (GDP) growth. In the last decade, disaster
costs have climbed to between five and six per cent of annual GDP growth.

Increased exposure, sensitivity, and decreased capacity to avoid the impacts of these
hazards make some groups more vulnerable than others, particularly those who are living
in core housing need or below the low-income median.

Focus on urban areas 
Most people living in Canada today live in urban areas, and the urbanization trend is
expected to continue into the foreseeable future. Canada's urban population now
constitutes more than 80 per cent of its entire population. 

Further, the built environment in urban areas can amplify the impacts of climate change
(e.g. “heat islands,” poor air quality) and aging infrastructure is struggling to contend with
the effects of the changing climate like increased rainfall, heat, or fire. 

While it is undeniable that people living along coastlines, northern regions and the prairies
are impacted by the effects of climate change, increasingly, the frontlines of climate change
are extending to cities and towns across Canada.

7

5  Christopher Allen, "Impact of Climate Change on Natural Perils." Gallagher RE, June 2, 2024. 
6 Canadian Institute for Climate Choices. “TIP OF THE ICEBERG: Navigating the Known and Unknown Costs of Climate Change for Canada.” TIP OF
THE ICEBERG, December 2020
7 For the purposes of this initiative, “urban areas” are areas with a population of at least 1000 and no fewer than 400 persons per square kilometre, in
line with Statistics Canada’s definition.
8 Government of Canada. "Canada's National Adaptation Strategy: Full Strategy." Last modified November 24, 2022. Accessed June 2, 2024
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5

6

https://www.ajg.com/us/gallagher-re/insights/reports/impact-of-climate-change-on-natural-perils/
https://climatechoices.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Tip-of-the-Iceberg-_-CoCC_-Institute_-Full.pdf
https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2006/ref/dict/geo049-eng.cfm
https://www.canada.ca/en/services/environment/weather/climatechange/climate-plan/national-adaptation-strategy/full-strategy.html#toc11
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9 Haalboom, Bethany and David C. Natcher. "The Power and Peril of “Vulnerability”: Approaching Community Labels with Caution in
Climate Change Research." Arctic 65, no. 3 (2012): 319-327.
10 “9 Inclusive Resilience - Canadian Climate Institute.” Canadian Climate Institute. October 1, 2020. 
11  “IPCC - Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.”
12  Mohtat, Niloofar & Hovorka, Alice. (2024). Climate change, housing, and equity: Disproportionate impacts on Canadians
(Unpublished report). York University. Funded by Gore Mutual Insurance.

This exposure, sensitivity, and decreased capacity to avoid the impacts of climate hazards can lead to
vulnerability in a population. These vulnerabilities can be exacerbated for those living in core housing need
or below the low-income median.

Climate hazards and their impacts on vulnerable communities

Climate hazards refer to the potential negative impacts of climate change on natural and human systems.
For Canadians living in urban areas, climate risks pose specific challenges that impact daily life,
infrastructure, and health. 

Our research demonstrates that vulnerable communities face greater risks because of systemic inequalities
and barriers that have restricted their access to resources and opportunities. 

Here are some examples of climate hazards common to Canada and how they can impact vulnerable
communities.

What we mean by “vulnerability”

We understand “vulnerability” to be caused by systemic inequities, not personal characteristics.
Vulnerability to climate change hazards is widely understood to have three dimensions:

9

10

12

 .

-

https://climateinstitute.ca/reports/clean-growth/9-inclusive-resilience/
https://archive.ipcc.ch/ipccreports/tar/wg2/index.php?idp=643#:~:text=Adaptive%20capacity%20is%20the%20potential,climate%2C%20including%20variability%20and%20extremes.
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13  Public Safety Canada. 2019. Evaluation of the National Disaster Mitigation Program—Evaluation Report, December 30, 2019.; D’Souza, Steven, Jeremy
McDonald, and Jenna Cowly. 2021. “Up to 10% of Homes Could Now Be “Uninsurable” Because of Flood Risk. Yours May Be One of Them.” CBC News. November
26, 2021
14 Public Safety Canada. “2016-2017 Evaluation of the Disaster Financial Assistance Arrangements,” August 16, 2022. 
15 Sandink, Dan & Robinson, Barbara. (2022). Wastewater System Inflow/Infiltration and Residential Pluvial Flood Damage Mitigation in Canada. Water. 14. 1716.
16  Lauren R. Korn. “Flooding Highlights Support System Disparities in Rural New Brunswick.” NB Media Co-Op. December 26, 2019. 
17  Mohtat & Hovorka 2024
18  Jaela Bernstein. “Sweltering Cities.” CBC News. July 13, 2022. 
19 Tara Carman, Lori Ward and Dexter McMillan. “How Hot Can It Get Inside Canadian Homes? We Found Unsafe Levels Across 5 Cities,” CBC News. 
September 13, 2023.

As Canada is in the northern hemisphere, we are warming faster than many parts of the word. In Canada,
average temperatures have risen by 1.9°C from 1948 to 2022, which is twice the global rate, making
heatwaves the deadliest among the climate-related extreme weather events in the country.  These
heatwaves can be felt severely by people living in urban areas. The way that cities are built can mean that
they trap and radiate heat, making them several degrees warmer than the surrounding countryside,
sometimes by as much as 12°C.

Flooding:

Flooding is Canada’s most common natural hazard, with 80 per cent of Canadian cities built in
part on flood plains and 10 per cent of homes at high risk of flooding.  Floods cause loss and
damage to properties, homes, and critical infrastructure like power, road, and
telecommunications networks.

In the next few years, Canada projects the costs related to flood disasters at $673 million
annually in disaster financial assistance programs.  A growing proportion of flood-related
damages in urban areas stems from sanitary sewer backup and stormwater and groundwater
infiltration and may not include conventional “flood risk” mapping assumptions.
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A CMHC study of the after-effects of flooding in Wolastoq in New Brunswick highlighted the
impacts of climate displacement on residents following the 2018 and 2019 Wolastoq River
floods. The team’s research revealed that flooding deepened housing insecurity for the
area’s already socially and economically vulnerable people—many of whom face racism,
colonialism and sexism.16

Extreme heat/Urban Heat Islands:

17

18

The 2021 heat dome in British Columbia, a deadly event directly linked to climate change,
underscores the peril of extreme heat without relief. According to the B.C. Coroners Service,
nearly all of the 619 fatalities occurred indoors where adequate cooling systems were lacking.
Researchers from the B.C. Centre for Disease Control identified poverty as the primary risk
factor, with elevated indoor temperatures likely contributing significantly to the deaths. Despite
this, there is a notable lack of publicly available data on the extent of heat and humidity in
Canadian homes lacking central cooling, as well as the duration of dangerously high
temperatures.19

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/marketplace-home-insurance-1.6262386
https://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/cnt/rsrcs/pblctns/vltn-dsstr-fnncl-ssstnc-2016-17/index-en.aspx#fn19-rf.
https://nbmediacoop.org/2019/08/29/flooding-highlights-support-system-disparities-in-rural-new-brunswick/
https://newsinteractives.cbc.ca/features/2022/heat-islands
https://www.cbc.ca/newsinteractives/features/no-escape-from-the-heat.
https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/hc-sc/documents/services/health/publications/healthy-living/reducing-urban-heat-islands-protect-health-canada/Reducing-Urban-Heat-EN.pdf
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20 “Derecho Storm Ranks 6th Largest,” Insurance Bureau of Canada. June 15, 2022; Mohtat & Hovorka 2024
21  Mohtat, N., & Khirfan, L. (2022). Distributive Justice and Urban Form Adaptation to Flooding Risks: Spatial Analysis to Identify Toronto's Priority
Neighborhoods. Frontiers in sustainable cities, 4(919724), 1-20. 
22  Mohtat & Hovorka 2024
23 Stephanie Swensrude, “Yellowknife is emptying as the N.W.T. wildfires near,” Global News, August 18, 2023. 
24  Reading, C.L. and Wien, F. (2009). Health Inequalities and Social Determinants of Aboriginal People’s Health. Prince George, B.C: National
Collaborating Centre for Aboriginal Health
25 Indigenous Services Canada, “MP McLeod announces $15 million to Indigenous governments and organizations affected by 2023 wildfires,” news
release, March 26, 2024.

Annually, between May and September, wildfires ravage forested and grassland areas across Canada.
Wildfires can destroy communities and put lives at risk, and the smoke from these wildfires can pose an
ongoing threat to the health of communities far beyond the direct path of the fire. 

Climate change affects urban air quality by raising temperatures and altering atmospheric circulation
patterns. These changes can worsen respiratory issues and other health problems, particularly for those
with pre-existing conditions. In large cities, wildfire smoke disproportionately impacts low-income and visible
minority groups, who already experience higher levels of air pollution in their everyday life.

Extreme weather events:
Extreme weather events, such as high winds, hail, hurricanes, snow and rainstorms, have always posed
significant threats to life and property across Canada. In 2022, Derecho storm and Hurricane Fiona with
respective $875 million and $800 million in damage were the most expensive disasters of the year,
impacting wide geographic areas in Ontario, Quebec, and Eastern Canada. 

In urban areas, aging building infrastructure is susceptible to power outages that can disrupt water supply
and residents’ ability to use the elevator, leading to safety and well-being concerns.

20

Residents in Thorncliffe Park have reported frequent experiences of power, water, and heating
outages after severe storms and/or rainfall events. Some of these outages have lasted up to
72 hours, posing serious challenges for senior residents and individuals with mobility
limitations. Residents report penetration of wind-driven rain through the unsealed windows
and porous walls of the apartment units, and its consequent sanitary issues. 

Wildfire:

The 2023 wildfire season was particularly severe in the Northwest Territories, displacing 70 per
cent of the population from their homes and leading to widespread evacuations and significant
smoke pollution in urban centres like Yellowknife. Home to a substantial Indigenous population,
Yellowknife experienced dangerously poor air quality due to the thick smoke from nearby
wildfires and as the wildfires approached, many Indigenous families had to evacuate.   The
displacement was particularly traumatic for those with strong ties to their land and community.
The influx of respiratory issues and health complications strained local health-care facilities,
especially for Indigenous residents who often face barriers to accessing healthcare.   Indigenous
leaders in Yellowknife advocated for improved disaster response strategies that were culturally
informed and supportive to vulnerable urban communities. 

21

22

23

25

24

https://www.ibc.ca/news-insights/news/derecho-storm-ranks-6th-largest
https://globalnews.ca/news/9905040/nwt-wildfires-press-conference-yellowknife-evacuation/
https://www.newswire.ca/news-releases/mp-mcleod-announces-15-million-to-indigenous-governments-and-organizations-affected-by-2023-wildfires-874266877.html
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Our research and engagements with experts with lived and other types of experience over the discovery
phase of the Climate and Equity Lab enabled us to better understand and begin to name some of the
conditions that can contribute to or exacerbate the impacts of climate hazards on vulnerable communities
living in urban areas. The insights we offer here will evolve and deepen in the following phases of the
process as we continue to learn more. 

Insights from the Discovery Phase

Contributing conditions 

As we learned more about the end-point impacts of climate change hazards on communities, the various
factors or circumstances that can make those impacts worse for some communities came into focus. These
“conditions” may not be the direct cause of these impacts, but they can work alone or together to influence
how people experience those impacts.  

We noted that the following conditions were uniformly mentioned by participants and key stakeholders
across our workshops and research:

Housing quality and affordability. Our research demonstrates how the high and rising cost of
housing can mean that lower-income families and those with few social supports can live in housing
that makes them even more vulnerable to climate hazards. 
Older rental apartments or illegal basement units are more likely to have aging or poorly maintained
infrastructure that may fail during extreme weather events. Many of these homes lack proper
insulation, cooling, and ventilation, and are often located in hazardous, underfunded areas like
floodplains and landfills. 
These communities may not be able to afford the costs of air conditioning during extreme heat, and
where ventilation comes solely from an opened window, further exposure to smoke and pollution
can cause or exacerbate respiratory health issues. 

Capacity for community leadership. We heard that meeting the needs, concerns, and
perspectives of equity-deserving community members requires intentional engagement with and the
encouragement of participatory leadership within and across those communities. If this is not made
a priority, the needs of these communities may be overlooked in policy and program development,
resulting in solutions that fail to address their specific challenges or potentially exacerbate them.
Equity-related considerations and impacts like the threat of accelerated displacement from rising
property values, the capacity to comply with costly regulations, or the lack of access to funding,
expertise, and time to conduct retrofit projects, must all be incorporated into policy development to
preclude negative consequences. 

26



1527  Benjamin Shingler, “As climate changes, insurance is becoming more complex — and pricey,” CBC, June 6, 2023
28  Statistics Canada, "Income Inequality in Canada," Government of Canada, January 2023
29  Prosper Canada, "The Increasing Financial Vulnerability of Canadian Households," Prosper Canada Learning Hub, November 22, 2022.

Therefore, integrating local knowledge in addition to technical knowledge in the development and
implementation of adaptation strategies was highlighted by our stakeholders as a priority.
In addition, we heard that sustained commitments at a public level to develop, encourage,
appropriately resource, connect, mentor, and champion diverse leadership from within communities
are also necessary to sustain and grow leadership capacity.

Social/relational community infrastructure. We heard that strong social ties and established
community networks are crucial for enhancing local resilience to the impacts of climate change.
When this “relational infrastructure” is weaker, people can be less likely to participate in climate
initiatives, public consultations, or adaptation programs. 
In turn, a lack of participation or engagement can limit the efficacy of support networks and mutual
aid. This can reduce a community’s capacity for collective action, and hamper disaster recovery
efforts. 

Access to information. Without access to accurate, relevant, and timely data on climate risks,
individuals cannot make informed choices about their safety, such as when to evacuate, how to
prepare their homes, or what precautions to take during extreme weather events.  
However, some communities can experience multiple barriers to this information. For example,
limited access to the internet, smartphones, or computers makes it difficult to receive and search for
information online. Language barriers, low literacy levels, and physical disabilities can also impede
access. Cultural differences might mean that information is not presented in a way that is culturally
relevant or respectful.

Affordability of protective measures. Our research shows the broader systemic inequalities that
contribute to the vulnerabilities of communities to climate change can also make protective
measures like retrofitting, storm-proofing or air conditioning unaffordable. Another protective
measure that was discussed by our stakeholders, was insurance.

Typically, individuals and families turn to property and health insurance to help protect against the
financial implications of damage to their health or property that are beyond their ability to control.
However, as climate hazards increase in Canada and globally, access to affordable insurance is
becoming more complex.

For lower-income households, competing priorities for limited financial resources may make it
difficult to prioritize insurance payments over daily needs. Furthermore, insurance companies may
be hesitant to offer coverage in certain geographic areas or to low-income individuals due to
perceived higher risks or difficulties in assessing creditworthiness. Statistics Canada reports that
those in the bottom income quintile are more likely to face financial instability and thus may be
deemed higher risk by insurers​.  As a result, this may limit access for these communities to
insurance products that are relevant to their specific needs and circumstances, or even deem them
“uninsurable.”

27

28

29

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/climate-change-insurance-fires-1.6863796
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75-513-x/75-513-x2023001-eng.htm
https://learninghub.prospercanada.org/
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Building our understanding of the complex conditions that can influence how the impacts of climate
change hazards are experienced by different communities enabled partners in the Climate and
Equity Lab to begin to identify some promising areas of work.

We view these promising areas as "levers for change"—strategies or interventions that, when
implemented effectively, have the potential to create significant and lasting impacts.

The definition of the following levers for change emerged through our research and community
engagement to date. We aim to explore and refine them further through the collaborative lab
process:

Lever 1: Community-led climate resilience: Local organizing to build effective responses to
climate-related emergencies
We learned that community-led responses to climate-related emergencies are more likely to build
on the strengths and resources of local communities, leading to more inclusive, resilient, and
sustainable outcomes. These include approaches that create capacity for community members to
work together with local agencies to respond to and recover from climate-related emergencies (e.g.,
flooding, fire). These could include training and employing community response teams, co-
developing trauma-informed emergency responses, building social capital and community
leadership, and strengthening community networks.

Promising ideas: community resilience hubs, community emergency response teams,
neighbourhood empowerment networks, local climate coalitions, and councils.

Levers for change

In collaboration with residents and volunteers in St. James Town, Community Resilience to
Extreme Weather (CREW) and the Toronto Environmental Alliance (TEA) undertook the
Neighbourhood Heatwave Response Project to support community-led climate resilience in
high-rise communities. St James Town is one of the most densely populated neighbourhoods in
Canada, with 19 high-rise rental buildings. High-rise residents can experience particular
challenges and risks during a heatwave, power outage, or emergency.

The City of Greater Sudbury undertook a community resilience building initiative entitled
“Strong Neighbours” to engage with residents in neighbourhoods that are particularly
vulnerable to climate change impacts such as heat waves, flooding, and power outages caused
by extreme weather. This initiative helped residents learn about climate change impacts and
enabled them to take action to build local climate resilience in three separate neighbourhoods.
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Lever 2: Inclusive municipal climate adaptation approaches: Strategies that centre the
expertise, experience, and well-being of equity-deserving community members in the
development of municipal-regional climate adaptation policies and strategies.
It is clear from our research that engaging local communities in housing adaptation planning
processes is essential to shape place-based solutions that respond effectively to local needs. By
involving residents, community organizations, and stakeholders in decision-making, we can develop
housing strategies that are tailored to the specific challenges and opportunities of each
neighbourhood. Additionally, developing processes and approaches within agencies to ensure
consideration of and accountability for our most vulnerable neighbours is crucial. This entails
establishing clear protocols for identifying and addressing the needs of marginalized populations in
housing policies and programs, fostering inclusivity and equity in our efforts to build resilient
communities. 

Promising ideas: Publicly adopted equity- and human rights-informed frameworks to inform the
development of public climate change adaptation policies and initiatives; equity-focussed funding
mechanisms; culturally relevant outreach and engagement strategies.

The development of the City of Vancouver’s Climate Justice Charter was led by a Climate Equity
Working Group consisting of people with lived experiences in 2022. The framework guides City of
Vancouver staff on how to propose actions in response to the climate crisis. 

Lever 3: Protective and accessible housing innovations: Innovations in the planning,
construction, and governance of housing that embed climate safety for low-income
households.
Recognizing housing as a potential climate solution involves implementing initiatives that ensure
secure and affordable housing for vulnerable populations. This transition towards net-zero-ready
housing units supports both climate mitigation and resilience. By prioritizing the development and
renovation of homes to meet high energy efficiency standards, we can reduce greenhouse gas
emissions and enhance the ability of communities to withstand climate impacts. Ensuring that these
sustainable housing options are accessible and affordable for those most at risk addresses both
environmental and social equity challenges, creating healthier and more resilient communities for
the future.

Promising ideas: Supports for the community housing sector to access and leverage adaptation
technologies in the construction of affordable housing; accessible funding for deep retrofits for low-
income households/rentals; anti-eviction and rent control policy mechanisms for retrofit/renovation
programs. 
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Ecotrust Canada’s Home Energy Savings Program is a new initiative that aims to support and
empower households to increase their home energy efficiency and reduce greenhouse gas
emissions while also reducing energy costs, energy insecurity, air pollution, and safety
hazards. This program is part of the Community Energy initiative, which has supported
households and communities in achieving cost-saving home energy retrofits for the past seven
years, improving over 500 homes since 2018. This program is led by Ecotrust Canada, a
registered charity with nearly 30 years of experience partnering with rural, remote, and
Indigenous communities. The Home Energy Savings Program is funded by Natural Resources
Canada and implemented in collaboration with community partners.

Lever 4: Collaborative action and advocacy: Fostering integrated, cross-sectoral
collaborations that recognize the interconnectedness of housing, health and well-being,
social infrastructure, and climate resilience.  
By pooling information, expertise, funding, and influence, these collaborations have the potential to
lead accelerated, systemic changes that address the root causes of inequities and climate change
vulnerabilities. We learned that addressing these impacts requires integrated solutions that consider
the interplay between different sectors. Interconnected efforts ensure that the needs of equity-
deserving populations are met comprehensively, addressing multiple dimensions of their well-being.

Promising ideas: Collaborative projects that stimulate economic growth by creating jobs in
emerging fields such as green construction, renewable energy, and sustainable urban
development. Local/regional cross-sectoral “climate action clusters” to address specific impacts;
funding for collaborative infrastructure; collaborative research initiatives.

Urban Climate Leadership is a pan-Canadian project of Makeway, dedicated to dismantling
obstacles to equitable climate action by local governments. In acknowledging the distinctive
challenges faced by cities, the initiative assembles a diverse array of stakeholders to
collaboratively advance systems-changing solutions in four critical areas: financing, municipal
procurement, insurance, and transportation.

Lever 5: Access to affordable insurance: Innovative approaches that address the protection
gap for vulnerable communities.
This refers to the development of comprehensive strategies that avoid “moral hazard” while
acknowledging the affordability of insurance for individuals living in high-risk areas. By carefully
balancing risk mitigation measures with accessible insurance options, we can ensure that
vulnerable communities are adequately protected. Working directly with communities to raise
awareness of relevant actions that protect personal well-being and property enables people to take
proactive steps to mitigate risks and enhance resilience, fostering safer and more resilient
neighbourhoods.
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Promising ideas: Federal Government National Flood Insurance Program (Launched in
partnership with P&C Insurers).

To ensure that their resilience investing pilots are applying a social equity lens and developing
solutions that will benefit those in society who have been historically underserved, The Co-
operators are working with Partners for Action (P4A) at the University of Waterloo. This three-
year partnership aims to reduce flood-risk vulnerability in communities. Building on P4A’s
census-based socio-economic vulnerability index, the partners are exploring how to
incorporate equity considerations into disaster risk foresight, planning, and management in
Canada, including climate-adapted infrastructure projects.

Next Steps for the Lab

The goal of this report is to present our findings from the inaugural or “discovery” phase of
the lab process and identify areas for further exploration and collaboration. Our process benefitted
from the diverse perspectives of over 100 stakeholders and experts within climate change
adaptation, community resilience, insurance, and housing ecosystems. With their help, we have
worked to clarify a definition of the problem and highlight some of the conditions that shape it, share
what we heard, and highlight some promising ideas and areas where effective solutions are likely to
emerge.

These insights have helped set the stage for the next phase of the lab where we plan to continue to
deepen our learning about the levers of change we have identified, and work with stakeholders
across sectors to help develop impactful and feasible solutions. By doing this, we aim to further our
understanding of the supports and contexts that these solutions might need to scale and/or
generate significant and lasting impacts.

We would like to extend our gratitude to Gore Mutual Insurance and the Gore Mutual Foundation,
York University, and Social Innovation Canada for their continued work in addressing the impact of
climate change on vulnerable and equity-deserving groups across Canada. Additionally, we
recognize and acknowledge the contributors whose insights and contributions greatly enriched this
report and have led us to identify the necessary next steps in phase 2 of this Lab. 
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