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Introduction 
 
At the December 6, 2007 meeting of PAC staff was requested to prepare an issue paper 
on global warming and its possible impacts on the communities within the CBRM.  This 
paper has been prepared in response to that request.  The paper is divided into three parts.  
The first part briefly explains what climate change is.  The second part outlines the 
potential impacts of climate change on the Cape Breton Regional Municipality, based on 
information derived from the most recent scientific research reports available.  The third 
part of the report describes possible activities that the CBRM might wish to pursue as a 
response to the challenges posed by climate change. 
 
What is Climate Change?        
 
There is now overwhelming evidence that the planet is warming and that this warming is 
due at least in part to the “greenhouse effect” caused by the emission of “greenhouse 
gasses” into the atmosphere by human activities. A “greenhouse gas” is any gas that 
contributes to the warming of the Earth's atmosphere by reflecting radiation from the 
Earth's surface, but the primary culprit is carbon dioxide. Emissions come from a variety 
of sources but are primarily caused by the burning of fossil fuels in industrial activities 
and transportation. 
 
On December 11, 1997 an international agreement on climate change was reached in 
Kyoto, Japan. The Kyoto Protocol is a treaty which requires signatory nations to help 
combat global warming by reducing their greenhouse gas emissions.  The Protocol came 
into force on February 16, 2005.  Canada, along with the majority of the world’s nations, 
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have ratified the Kyoto Protocol.  However, most nations, including Canada, will not 
meet the emission reduction targets identified in the treaty. 
 
Potential Impacts of Climate Change 
 
According to a recent report, From Impacts to Adaptation: Canada in a Changing 
Climate there will be an increase in mean annual average summer temperatures in the 
Maritime Provinces of between 2 and 4 degrees by 2050.  Winter temperatures are 
expected to rise by 1.5 to 6 degrees.  Although the warming may have some benefits for 
certain agricultural sectors and summer tourism, the most significant impacts are likely to 
be negative.   
 
For the coastal areas of Atlantic Canada, the most significant negative impact will be sea 
level rise associated with the melting of the polar ice caps.  According to the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (2007) mean global sea levels could rise by 
as much as 88 cm. (2.8 ft.) by 2100.  Closer to home, a 2006 report by the Geological 
Survey of Canada Sensitivity of the Coasts of the Bras d’Or Lakes to Sea Level Rise 
predicted that water levels in the Bras d’or Lakes would increase by a minimum of 36 
cm. and by a maximum of 76 cm. by 2100.  This will lead to increased erosion and 
flooding along shorelines, damaging private property and roads.  Damage will be 
particularly severe during storms, which are expected to increase in intensity and 
frequency.  At present, a storm surge in excess of 360 cm. (11.8 ft.) above sea level is 
expected in the Gulf of St. Lawrence once every forty years.  At the present rate of sea 
level rise, a storm surge of equal intensity could be expected to occur annually by 2100. 
 
For comparison, the storm surge in Halifax Harbour during Hurricane Juan in 2003 was 
289 cm. (9.5 ft.)  Juan caused $200 million in damage in Nova Scotia and Prince Edward 
Island.  It was the most economically destructive hurricane ever recorded in Atlantic 
Canada, and the second most economically destructive in Canada (after Hurricane Hazel 
which struck Toronto in 1954). 
 
For municipalities in coastal areas, perhaps the greatest challenges presented by global 
warming are related to sea level rise and coastal erosion. However, there will be other 
impacts.  For example, warmer summers will lead to increased pressure on both surface 
and groundwater sources that municipal governments depend on for drinking water 
supplies.  In fact, research carried out recently here on Cape Breton Island has revealed 
that water levels in fresh water lakes are generally lower now than a generation ago.  
 
What can the CBRM do about climate change? 
 
Activities intended to minimize the negative impacts of climate change can be lumped 
into two categories: Adaptation to Climate Change and Greenhouse Gas (GHG) 
Emission Reduction (in other words, helping to slow down climate change)  
 
 
 



GHG Emission Reduction 
 
Many municipalities have adopted GHG emission reduction plans which identify specific 
actions that will be undertaken to reduce emissions generated within the Municipality.  
Frequently these plans identify emission reduction targets that are to be met by a certain 
date in the future so that the success (or lack thereof) of the plan can be measured.  For 
example, Edmonton’s GHG emission reduction plan aims to reduce emissions in the city 
by 20% below 1990 levels by 2020. (For more on Edmonton’s plan, check out 
www.co2re.ca ) 
 
Activities that might be included in a GHG reduction plan include tree planting programs 
(trees absorb carbon dioxide); reducing pollution from vehicles through anti-idling 
campaigns and encouraging alternative forms of transportation (walking, cycling, transit); 
and reducing energy use in municipal buildings through retrofitting, use of solar power, 
geothermal energy, etc.   
 
Needless to say, implementing such a plan is very challenging for many municipalities, 
particularly those with industries that generate high levels of GHG emissions. The 
CBRM is a good example in that the largest GHG emitters in our area are the two coal-
fired thermal generating plants operated by Nova Scotia Power at Point Aconi and 
Lingan. However, there is still much that can be done, and is being done.  CBRM is 
already supporting public transit and an Active Transportation Plan is being developed 
which will encourage walking and cycling as alternatives to driving.  CBRM is also 
actively pursuing initiatives that will improve energy efficiency in municipally owned 
facilities.  We do not, however, have a plan similar to Edmonton’s which outlines a 
detailed strategy to reduce GHG emissions. 
 
The Province of Nova Scotia is developing a climate change action plan and, according 
to A Background Paper to Guide Nova Scotia’s Climate Change Action Plan (October 
2007) the Province intends to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 2020 to 10% below 
1990 levels.  It is unclear from the Nova Scotia Department of Energy’s website when the 
Action Plan is to be completed. (For more information, please refer to 
www.gov.ns.ca/energy ) 
 
Adaptation 
 
It can be argued that everyone should do their part to reduce GHG emissions, and if 
significant progress can be made in reducing those emissions climate change should be 
less dramatic.  However, it is clear from the scientific reports that climate change is well 
underway and is unlikely to be reversed by GHG emission reduction efforts.  As a result, 
there is a need to adapt to the changes that are occurring. 
 
For municipalities in coastal areas, the most obvious challenge is to adapt to the coastal 
flooding and erosion that will result from rising sea levels and more frequent storm 
surges. Although in some cases the shoreline can be protected by constructing seawalls 
and other engineered structures, another approach is to keep new developments from 



being built too close to the shoreline through the use of minimum setbacks and minimum 
elevations above sea level.  These development standards can be incorporated into a 
municipal land use bylaw, although when adopting such standards care needs to be taken 
to ensure that the standards are realistic and that there is a recognition that some 
shorelines are more susceptible to damage from rising sea levels than others due to 
differences to geology, slope and exposure.  
 
Some examples of using land use planning as adaptation measures include the Halifax 
Regional Municipality policy requiring new buildings to be built a minimum of 2.5 
metres above sea level, and the New Brunswick Coastal Areas Protection Policy, where 
new permanent structures are generally prohibited within 30 metres of the shoreline. 
 
The Bras d’Or Collaborative Environmental Planning Initiative, a multi stakeholder 
organization of which CBRM is a participant, has hired consultants to prepare 
recommendations for development standards in the Bras d’Or watershed.  These 
standards, if implemented, are intended to protect the Bras d’Or Lakes from the potential 
negative impacts of shoreline development and also to protect shoreline development 
from the potential impacts of sea level rise.  The report was completed in April of 2008 
and is available to the municipalities and First Nations that share the watershed as a tool 
to assist with future planning efforts. 
 
Accurate mapping is a critical tool in good planning.  Many municipalities have focused 
resources in this area.  Examples include the Town of Conception Bay South, 
Newfoundland and Annapolis Royal.  In Conception Bay South, a coastal sensitivity map 
was prepared that enabled the recognition of four main potential hazards: coastal flooding 
and storm surges, damage to coastal infrastructure by storms, coastal erosion and damage 
to the coastal ecology.  In Annapolis Royal the Town received funding from Natural 
Resources Canada to prepare storm surge mapping. 
 
Preparing detailed mapping similar to what has been done in Annapolis Royal and 
Conception Bay South will be costly for an area the size of the CBRM, and may have to 
be carried out in phases. 
 
It should also be noted that the CBRM’s Municipal Planning Strategy, which was 
adopted in 2004, does include a policy regarding the development of a plan specifically 
intended to protect CBRM’s coastal lands (see below).  No specific actions have been 
taken to implement this policy. 
 
Policy 9.7 
It shall be a policy of Council to develop a liaison with the Province of Nova Scotia’s 
Dept. of Natural Resources to consider formulating a coastal management plan for 
sensitive shoreline areas of the CBRM outside the jurisdiction of the Provincial Crown 
Designations for publicly owned lands. 
 
 
 



Conclusion 
 
This report has been provided for information purposes only. 
 
The PAC may wish to consider following up on some of the issues that have been raised 
in this report, possibly requesting staff to prepare specific recommendations for action.  It 
may be that these issues could be addressed as part of an Integrated Community 
Sustainability Plan (ICSP). 
 
 
 
Yours very truly, 
 
 
Rick McCready 
Planner 


