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‘TEN MONTHS AWAY FROM THE 
NEXT FLOOD’: DELUGE NOW A FACT 
OF LIFE, OTTAWA-AREA PRIESTS SAY

By Tali Folkins 
s t a f f   w r i t e r

As record-breaking floodwaters began to recede along 

the Ottawa River, priests in two of the hardest-hit areas 

were wondering when the next deluge will sweep the 

area—and how faith organizations can be better engaged 

when it does.

“The height of the crisis is done, but we were way 

above the 2017 flood levels, and they were a hundred-

year flood,” said Canon John Wilker-Blakley, incumbent 

at the Parish of March, a three-point parish sitting on the 

south bank of the Ottawa River west of Ottawa. “I think 

we’re all beginning to feel that we really are only 10 

months away from the next flood, since it’s happening so 

often now.”

The Rev. John Stopa, incumbent at the nearby Parish 

of Fitzroy Harbour, a two-point parish that also abuts the 

river, said frequent floods are now “a fact of life” for those 

who live in the area.

In April and May of 2017, areas around the St. 

Lawrence and Ottawa Rivers were hit by floodwaters 

at once-in-a-century levels, according to a Quebec 

provincial government official. Two years later, this 

spring, those levels were surpassed.

In 2017, Stopa said, the flooding affected parishioners 

in only one of the two points of his parish; this year it was 

both—and the effects were more severe.

“Entire streets were flooded out…. [People] had their 

basements flooded; in some cases it went up to the main 

floor,” he said. “I’ve had parishioners who had to leave 

their homes for days and go and live with relatives. I had 

a warden who…had to sit there at his house and make 

sure the pump was working, and pray that there wasn’t a 

power outage or anything like that, but watch as cottages 

on either side, which were up on stilts or bricks or what-

have-you, were knocked off completely and flooded and 

gutted. So there’s a lot of devastation all around.”

Members of both parishes joined other local 

volunteers in helping build walls of sandbags around 

threatened homes. They also took part in a drive for gas 

coupons to fuel the gas-powered generators used by 

homeowners to power their pumps.

Stopa’s parish, which both priests said was the 

harder-hit, also held a drive for snacks to hand out to 

people battling the flood. Wilker-Blakley offered the 

parish hall of one of his churches up to local authorities 

in Kanata and the church’s labyrinth for anyone who 

wanted to relieve their stress. He also emailed other 

churches in the area about the need for volunteers and 

gas coupons.

Some are concerned that the floods of recent years—

and those expected in years to come—may mean their 

property has lost much of its value, the priests said. But 

unlike the province of Quebec, which has announced 

partial buyouts of homes in flood plains and incentives 

to move to higher areas—Ontario has no plan to fund 

homeowners who now find themselves living in flood-

prone areas and want to move.

Wilker-Blakley, who is also the ecumenical and 

interfaith officer for the diocese of Ottawa, said he’s been 

working with other religious leaders in the area to raise 

the profile of faith organizations as potential partners in 

disaster relief.

“It’s very haphazard right now—the city gets 

engaged, first responders get engaged, but churches 

and other religious communities tend to get called as an 

afterthought” when disaster strikes, he said. Sometimes 

their potential to provide help doesn’t end up being 

fully actualized because of this. For example, he said, 

members of a local Muslim association had been 

helping with relief efforts, but the association was not 

told about the need of homeowners for gas coupons.

“We need to get whatever credibility is necessary 

so that we’re on the early call list, because we have 

incredible resources to bring to a natural disaster, 
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https://montrealgazette.com/news/local-news/flood-watch-we-have-reached-the-peak-but-river-along-montreal-will-remain-high-for-days
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/ottawa/ottawa-gatineau-floods-latest-news-1.5113912
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/ottawa/repeated-rebuild-in-floodplain-1.5118331
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whether it’s a tornado, a flood and so on,” Wilker-Blakley 

said.

A tornado touched down in the Ottawa area June 2; 

a number of tornadoes ravaged the area last September 

21.

Stopa agreed. For him, the problem extends beyond 

just natural disasters to social services generally.

“The (for lack of a better term) secular world—the 

other NGOs and the government—doesn’t always see 

us as partners,” he said. “And we can be, because we’ve 

got space, we’ve got volunteers, we’ve got access to 

other resources that they don’t have. And we’ve got them 

easily at our fingertips, so we can do stuff quickly.”

GENERAL SYNOD PASSES 
ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 
RESOLUTIONS

By Matthew Townsend 
s u p e r v i s o r ,   e d i t o r i a l

General Synod of the Anglican Church of Canada 

passed four resolutions on July 13 related to the church’s 

public witness for social and ecological justice. Each 

resolution was on the synod’s no-debate list—meaning 

the resolutions were presented, moved and then 

immediately voted upon. They all passed with limited 

opposition.

General Synod first passed “A200 – Amendment 

to Public Witness of Social and Ecological Justice 

Coordinating Committee Terms of Reference,” which 

adjusts the terms of reference by which said committee 

operates.

Afterward, the synod passed “A201 – Single-use 

Plastics” and “A202 – The Season of Creation,” both of 

which recommend the church adopt new ecological 

practices. A201 encourages dioceses and parishes to 

curtail their purchase of single-use plastics, with the 

aim of ending their use by 2023 (with an exception for 

accessibility needs). It also asks individual Anglicans 

to reduce their reliance on such plastics, and calls upon 

the Anglican Church of Canada to “develop and promote 

resources aimed at supporting local efforts toward 

plastics reduction.”

Likewise, General Synod resolved, via A202, to adopt 

the Season of Creation in the church as “an annual time 

of prayer, education and action from September 1 – 

October 4.” It also encourages dioceses to engage with 

the season, developing initiatives, resources and suitably 

authorized liturgies for use during the season, and it 

directs the “Creation Matters Working Group to monitor, 

network and share Season of Creation initiatives through 

the General Synod website and in other ways.”

Finally, by passing “A203 – The United Nations 

Global Goals for Sustainable Development,” General 

Synod opted to encourage use of the UN’s Sustainable 

Development Goals, which the resolution’s explanatory 

text says “build on the successes of the Millennium 

Development Goals.” g

Floodwaters menace a house beside the Ottawa River in Gatineau, Quebec, May 2017. Once again this spring, 
the Ottawa area was subjected this spring to record-setting floods.  photo: clarke colin/shutterstock
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