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The resilience approach in Québec City, a summary 

In recent years, Québec City has implemented a resilience initiative called Project K, which comprises 17 

projects addressing potential weak points in the City’s robustness. The objective is to be prepared for a 

catastrophe by minimizing its impact and ensuring that life returns to normal as quickly as possible. 

Accordingly, the City rose to the challenge of transforming its organizational culture, which required 

major behavioural changes. The City’s elected officials and all its employees, external partners, and 

citizens, were urged to act.  

An innovative vision of resilience was applied, materializing through several initiatives, specifically:  

• Symposia for City managers;  

• Training sessions for elected officials and 5000 municipal employees under the theme “Facing the 

Challenge”;  

• The creation of a resilience committee involving external partners, including risk generators;  

• The implementation of a variety of discussion platforms for all stakeholders involved in civil 

security, including citizens, from a perspective of engagement. 
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A constant challenge  

The resilience approach for Québec City is based on one fact: a disaster can occur anywhere, at any 

time.  

A safe and appealing metropolis, Québec City is not immune to catastrophe. The municipal organization 

acknowledges that it must prepare to face a disaster, having assisted other organizations in the province 

of Quebec in the past:  

• Montérégie (2011 flooding); 

• Lac-Mégantic (train car explosion in the downtown core in 2013);  

• L’Isle-Verte (fire at a seniors’ residence in 2014); 

• Various other municipalities (spring flooding in 2017). 

On its own territory, the City was called on to assist regional public health authorities during the 

legionnaire’s disease outbreak in 2012 (180 people infected including 13 who passed away). 

Somewhat spared from major catastrophes, every year, Québec City nonetheless faces threats and 

emergency situations. Occasionally, these take the form of “exceptional emergency situations”. The 

number of civil security responses varies between 20 and 30 each year.  

Between January 2010 and January 2016, on its territory or in the immediate vicinity, the City 

contended with: 

• 332 weather warnings and 28 extreme weather events (torrential rain, violent wind, heat waves, 

extended snowstorms or ice storms), several of which required the major deployment (between 

70 and 170 responses) of emergency services; 

• 10 river overflows; 

• 265 incidents involving hazardous materials; 

• 95 alerts from aircraft in difficulty and one plane crash; 

• 64 major fires; 

• 152 high-risk police responses;  

• 4 major extended constraints to traffic (highways or bridges); 

• 3 public health crises. 

Source: statistics from the Québec City emergency call centre (911). 
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Here are a few recent examples: 

February 2016 – Explosions in Old Québec underground power system caused a 24-hour power failure in 

mid-winter, forcing the evacuation of 120 people. The defective transformer was not available in the 

province of Quebec. 

Mars 2016 – A drilling contractor pierced a high-pressure gas conduit in a high traffic area (Wilfrid-

Hamel Boulevard, near Henri-IV Highway), resulting in section of the artery being closed for four days. 

One of the City boroughs (Les Rivières) was entrusted with management of the response, and for 

ensuring the implementation of various measures to mitigate the disruption of activities for some forty 

businesses at the height of the response, and deal with road traffic constraints. 

April 2016 – A landslide occurred on a hill in the Sillery district. Three homes and an apartment building 

containing 24 housing units were preventatively evacuated. 

May 2016 – A tanker truck carrying 10,000 litres of fuel became immobilized on de l’Ormière Boulevard, 

under Jean-Lesage Highway, due to a fire that started in its braking system. The fast response by 

firefighters prevented the extended closure of this east-west city artery.  

June 2016 – A chemical product spill occurred at a dairy plant located in a residential district (Limoilou). 

A product delivery error caused the spill, which injured six, resulted in the building’s evacuation, and 

interrupted nearby activities.  

August 2016 – Drilling in a district under renovation (D’Estimauville Avenue) ruptured a natural gas 

pocket. Backed by experience acquired two years earlier at Enfant-Jésus Hospital property, emergency 

services completed the response in 24 hours. 

January 2017 – An armed man entered a mosque in the City’s west end and opened fire on worshippers 

as they prayed, killing six and wounding several others. The incident sent a shockwave through the 

municipality which, along with its partners, implemented a recovery plan with a view to gradually 

mitigating the consequences of the tragedy. 

February 2017 – A broken water conduit resulted in a boil-water advisory being issued for a large 

portion of the Beauport borough. Some 16,500 people were alerted, as were businesses, schools, 

daycare centres, and a hospital. The management of the response and recovery was headed by the 

borough of Beauport, which ensured that mitigation measures were implemented, specifically with 

respect to road traffic. 
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Preparing for the worst  

The Québec City Civil Security Plan, which was revised in 2015, distinguishes common emergency 

situations from “exceptional emergency situations”. These, which are unusual and fairly predictable, are 

characterized by: 

• An obvious threat; 

• Serious injuries to numerous people; 

• Potential for significant damage; 

• The major deployment of City resources; 

• The need for coordination between the different stakeholders; 

• The implementation of an interim management structure; 

• The need for an exceptional response resulting from consequences requiring management. 

These “exceptional emergency situations” can be: 

• “potential” (e.g., the weakening of the drinking water distribution system, forecasts for violent 

wind, or threats to the environment); 

• “established” (e.g., a flood, major crime, or toxic product spill).  

Public security services (Police and Fire Protection) are generally the first responders in exceptional 

emergency situations. Municipal services join them depending on the nature of the situation.  

In Québec City, the municipal civil security coordinator may entrust the management of an exceptional 

emergency situation to the entire Municipal Civil Security Organization, which has 16 “missions”, or to 

one of the six boroughs, which then enlist the necessary municipal services. 

The Civil Security Office coordinates with municipal resources to ensure their preparedness for 

exceptional emergency situations. More specifically, its role is to carry out activities designed to enable 

the City and its citizens to better prevent disasters, prepare for them, and, if they occur, respond and 

ensure effective recovery. 

The City relies on a resilience approach to further this initiative.  
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Detecting and strengthening “weak links”  

The United Nations and the World Bank have reported that, notwithstanding the unique characteristics 

of every situation, each dollar invested in risk mitigation and resilience development helps to save an 

average of seven dollars in direct costs in the event of a disaster. 

In Québec City, resilience is defined as:  

“Resilience is our ability, as a community and as individuals, to face the situation in a planned and 

organized manner, to quickly adapt, to rise to challenges with solidarity, and to rectify the consequences 

of an exceptional emergency situation as fast as possible.”  

To achieve this, the City launched “Project K” with the support and engagement of City officials. In 

physics, the letter K is often used to designate the breaking point of an equation with respect to the 

tension and force that are exerted.  

Introduced in 2012 by the Deputy Director General, Public Security, Project K is subsequent to a 

reflection exercise conducted in 2010 and a feasibility analysis carried out in 2011.  

Project K defines the model the City is using to increase its resilience, and how the public as well as key 

economic stakeholders and major City partners are rallied around its objectives. It consolidates the 

assets, accelerates the preparation, and strives to nurture a “municipal culture” that is focused on 

resilience (facing, adapting, overcoming, and recovering).  

Project K proposes concrete measures for becoming a resilient City: 

• Knowledge about the environment and its intrinsic risks;  

• Management of critical vulnerabilities; 

• Development of emergency operational response capabilities and the continuous provision of 

essential public services; 

• Response planning to exceptional emergency situations that focuses on flexible actions and the 

ability to adapt to different types of crises; 

• Improving forecasting and surveillance skills, and notification and engagement methods; 

• Increasing the ability to communicate with the public, with economic stakeholders, and with 

external partners; 

• And most importantly, the development of strategic partnerships based on solidarity in civil 

society. 
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A progressive approach 

Project K aims to be realistic. After all, managing perceptions and attitudes requires a lengthy 

awareness, information, and preparation initiative. Moreover, the project takes into consideration the 

City’s relative size, financial realities, and development focuses.  

Cities have limited human, material, and financial resources. Although they are interested in resilience, 

their major partners face the same constraints. For this reason, Project K, with a project director at the 

helm, partners with the human resources already working for the City on special limited-term projects.  

The City has also committed to “doing its homework” before involving external partners. Before alerting 

citizens on their responsibilities, the municipal organization has committed to providing them with 

minimal response capacity. 

During the first years of the project, the City proceeded to strengthen its assets, improve its 

preparations, and solidify its alliances with key partners, specifically:  

• By consolidating and accelerating its preparation initiatives as an organizational entity; 

• By increasing its “mass” response capacity (communication, evacuation procedures, sheltering 

and containment, services for disaster victims, donation and volunteer management, removal of 

debris and waste that is difficult to manage, etc.);  

• By developing a structured partnership that is engaging and facilitating between the City and its 

major political, economic, sociocommunity, and private stakeholders with a view to nurturing 

community resilience; 

• By preventatively informing and equipping citizens with a view to increasing their autonomy and 

encouraging them to adopt positive reflexes in emergency situations. 

The City subsequently began solidifying the civil security culture and broadening its scope through 

actions that promote appropriation, leadership, learning, adaptability, transversality, and accountability.   
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17 interconnected projects 

Under Project K, no fewer than 17 innovative projects were carried out.   

Creation of two councils  

An internal council was formed in early 2013. Comprising operational executives representing front-line 

services, its objective was to identify vulnerabilities within the organization and devise relevant 

priorities. Since then, 350 front-line stakeholders have refined their preparations with a view to 

improving effectiveness. 

A Resilience Council was also created among the City’s 10 major partners. This forum was then 

expanded, and entrusted with identifying common issues and priorities, as well as networking 

opportunities. Furthermore, the council strives to identify standard solutions in response to common 

problems. This Council, which now comprises 27 participants, has met on six occasions, at a frequency of 

twice a year. 

Integration of the concept of resilience when planning major projects  

This project was created with a view to making resilience a permanent planning component. 

Six main models were considered and amalgamated to produce a user-friendly chart for assessing the 

pros and cons of a municipal project on resilience. 

In 2017, the initiative was integrated into a new resilience project, specifically “urban security”, with the 

objective of implementing the concept into the City’s different programs and activities.  

Preparing for succession and service continuity  

With the aid of existing tools designed specifically for use when preparing for situations involving 

pandemics, labour conflicts, or IT failures, this project aims to develop the succession and municipal 

services continuity plans. 

An initial municipal services continuity plan will be ready before the end of 2017. 

New media vision 

Social media are now at the centre of the coordination of the municipal response and citizen notification 

in emergency situations. 

First, the City conducted an inventory of the top-performing technologies, as well as a standard 

“cost/profitability/usefulness” analysis. Special Twitter accounts for the Police and Fire Protection 

services were created.  
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Increasing anticipation, surveillance, alert, and engagement capacities  

The first component of resilience is foresight, and understanding what will happen or what has 

happened, and the rapid engagement of the appropriate resources. 

In early 2012, the City conducted a pilot project on surveillance. Using the lessons learned, an evolved 

surveillance project, based on the perception and processing of “weak signals”, was developed. 

Support for vulnerable clienteles  

In all emergency situations, nearly 10% of all victims are members of vulnerable clienteles. The City 

documented this reality by taking a detailed inventory and geolocating these clienteles, as well as by 

listening to their needs. Special response strategies were developed based on the lessons learned in 

other cities during major disasters, and a protocolary agreement was signed with the 211 reference and 

information service. 

Since the start of the program, 60 of the leading community agencies in Québec City received training 

on service continuity, and this, with a view to preparing them to provide the necessary assistance to the 

individuals they normally serve, during emergency situations. 

This project was cited as an example by the UNISDR Scientific and Technical Advisory Group. 

Improved support for direct victims  

During exceptional emergency situations, support for the direct victims (disaster victims, survivors, 

relatives and loved ones, first responders), is often unequal, poorly adapted, and ineffectively 

coordinated. 

An inventory was taken of resources available locally or regionally, allowing the City to identify 

shortcomings, the response capacity requiring reinforcement, and the contingency measures to 

consider. 

Preparing for a mass response  

The mass response (multiple populations at a several different venues) is complex, and can easily, when 

poorly planned and under-estimated, fragment the quality, coherence, and cohesiveness of the 

municipal response. 

Accordingly, the City developed a reference scenario for the mass response. Based on simulations it 

carried out with a view to testing its capacity and identifying its adjustment priorities, a mass evacuation 

and containment plan was developed. 
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An improved response structure for the borough  

The response to an emergency situation is, first and foremost, a local response that is adapted to the 

citizens’ different realities.  

The City moved forward to better equip and train its borough response teams by fostering a culture of 

autonomy and rapid response coordinated with the socioeconomic and socio-community milieus. 

Six borough coordinators active in civil security are now on task. Among other things, their role is to 

identify emerging risks on their territory, and to finetune borough preparations for disaster. 

An integrated response capacity  

This project aims to put in place an integrated response team for exceptional emergency situations 

comprising the volunteers of various municipal services trained to respond in the field, complementary 

to conventional resources, in highly complex situations requiring integrated, multidisciplinary, and 

versatile management. The overall objective is to ensure a rapid response allowing for initial needs to be 

met while waiting for provincial and federal expert resources to arrive. 

A team of employees that could be called on to serve as site managers was created in 2016 to apply the 

USAR techniques. 

Inventory of local resources  

Each exceptional emergency situation has scientific and logistical characteristics that must be able to 

count on reliable and engaging information. 

An inventory of local expert resources was taken in the City and from the pools of local experts 

(institutions of higher learning, private sector, etc.).  

This list of experts now boasts the names of and contact information for 150 individuals, internal and 

external combined.  

Inter-organization response  

In exceptional emergency situations, team coordination, focus, and communication are the biggest 

challenges faced by organizations.  

Accordingly, every year since 2014, the City and its partners have tested the total capacity to rise to 

these challenges. Table-top exercises and simulations were carried out in real time to identify and 

eliminate grey areas with respect to decision-making and operations. 
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Regional response  

An exceptional emergency situation can have extensive regional ramifications. City leadership and 

mutual knowledge of the capacities and limitations of each of the stakeholders are essential. 

The regional response project was documented and integrated into the plan for the creation of a 

specialized crisis management cell (see below).  

Continuous rink inventory  

Taking inventory of known public security risks also involves mapping them. Information about them will 

gradually be expanded on by information obtained from partners, and through research carried out with 

varied sources and through complementary initiatives.  

By completion, the City would like to assess its response capacities with respect to its main risks, and 

finalize the drafting of the ensuing individual response plans. 

Citizen preparedness 

Project K aims not only to increase resilience throughout the City, but also the resilience of the 

communities on the territory (citizens, civilian organizations, etc.) 

First and foremost, the City conducted an analysis of the most promising initiatives and programs in 

Canada and abroad, by combining them and breaking them down into actions. These actions took the 

form of annual information and awareness campaigns, under the theme “Facing the Challenge”.  

Institutional training  

This project strives to develop the civil security knowledge and competencies for all City personnel 

based on the different levels of management and involvements.  

A permanent institutional civil security training program was custom-developed to respond to the needs 

of Québec City. For instance, each municipal employee received 2.5 hours of basic civil security training 

for a total of around 12,000 hours of training. 

Creation of a specialized crisis management cell  

Since the team’s implementation, more than 50 City employees have assisted other municipalities 

across the province. In addition to providing valuable aid for communities in need, they had the 

opportunity to put their theory into practice and contribute extensive experience to the municipal 

organization. 
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A global vision of resilience  

The rollout of Project K has enabled the accelerated development of the municipal organization in the 

realms of response control, management and resolution, using an approach that focuses on the citizen.  

Over the last two years, the City specifically focused its efforts on the following actions: 

• The engagement of all administrative units in the production of service continuity plans; 

• The development of a municipal mass evacuation and containment plan; 

• A targeted communication approach to increase citizen awareness and prepare them, and 

particularly those who are more vulnerable;  

• The design of a teaching tool for students in the Québec City agglomeration; 

• Focus groups on citizen preparedness; 

• The implementation of an inventory methodology for mapped risks; 

• The creation of an internal and external resource bank for a variety of experiences, updated 

annually; 

• The implementation of a thorough victim support process; 

• The creation of a team comprising 121 people including 7 coordinators, who are prepared to assist 

other municipalities; 

• The thorough application of feedback opportunities to ensure continuous improvement.  

The City of Québec has no intention of stopping there. A new resilience project is in the works under the 

theme of “urban security”. The entire urban structure is being called on to contribute in a variety of 

fields, including security and the sense of security enjoyed by residents, universal accessibility, as well as 

the concept of “living together”. 
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Challenges to embrace  

Despite its willingness and efforts to develop resilience, Québec City, like its neighbouring communities, 

continues to face numerous challenges, specifically:  

• Adapting its response to certain rising risks, namely those relating to climate change, social 

tension, and crime; 

• Maintaining balance when sharing roles and responsibility between municipal administration and 

civil society (citizens, businesses, and agencies) with respect to prevention, preparation, and 

response; 

• Pursuing the information and awareness efforts among the public and among municipal 

employees between catastrophes (nearby or remove), when traditional and social media interest 

is focused elsewhere; 

• Establishing risk broadcast mechanisms for notifying the community without being traumatizing, 

and while taking into consideration the lack of legal provisions at the national level.  


