United Mations conference on climate
change, our then Prime Minister Paul
Martin stated, “the time is past 1o debate
the impact of climate change. We no
longer need Lo ask people o imagine its
cilects, for now we can see them.”
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Getting Started on Adaptation
to Climate Change

David Noble

In his December 2005 adkdress at the

Indecd, we need not look far:

Two [-in-100-vear storms struck
southern Ontario in a five-week pe-
riod in summer 2008, causing an
estimated 3400-53500 milhon in in-
sured Josses.

Ontario recorded more than 48
smog days and 26 heat alert and
exireme heat alert davs in 2003,
eclipsing the previous records of

... municipal
leaders from
around the world » British Columbia’s 2003 forest
now face the
growing prospect
that what we
thought would be
a 2080s problem
is a problem
today.

a metre of snow in several areas
in the region, prompting both
Nova Scotia and PEI to declare
province-wide stales ol emer-
pency lasting Four days,

fire season was the worst season
in memory and the most expen-
sive natural disaster in the prov-
mce's history. It claimed severil
lives, burned some 334 houses Lo
the ground, and torced the evacu-
ation of over 50,000 residents. In
the same year, the Fraser River
peaked ot one of its lowest water
levels since record-kecping began,
and Kelowna recorded its driest

20 days and 16 days, respectively.
A scries of successive rain events
and a hailstorm pounded Edmonton in July 2004,
causing a record-setting Nash flood. estimated to be a
1-in=200-year event. The storms resulted in approxi-
mately %175 million in insured losses and infrastruc-
ture damages.

In September 2003, Hurricane Juan struck parts of
Mova Scotia and Pringe Edward Island, causing over
S 100 million in losses and destroving over 100 mil-
lion trees, including 70 percent of the 86,000 trees in
Halifax"s Point Pleasant Park. Only five months later,
the fierce blizzard dubbed White Juan dumped nearly

Duvid Mobie i Principal of 2degreesC, a consubting firm that
lselps municipalities understand and respondd o challenges snd
agpartunitiog related to climate change, He is curently develops
ing arisk manapement tool to puide municipalitees theough acap-
tation, sl i5 assteling several municipalitios with their efforts wn-
der the Parners fior Climate Change program. Oher the months
ahiael, David will he coordinating a series of amickes on climate
change impacts and adapation Lo appear in Municipal Wovld, He
canberrached a1 < noble@2degreesc.com > of 51%341-1720.

June-July-August period on re-
cord. Shortly after the lire scason,
coasial BC was hit with record rainfalls, resulting in
major floods and mudslides, and further burdening an
already erippled forestry seetor due to road closures
and wet ground,

The 199% jce storm that crippled castern Ontario and
western Quebec caused 28 deaths, left 4.7 million Ca-
nadians without power, and cost over 55 billion in lo-
fal losscs. It was the worst natural disaster in
Canadian history.

Many people believe that these and many other examples

from recent years are the signs of a warmed climate. Of
those that are not yet convineed, most agree that these are,
in the very leas), precisely the types of problems that will be
more common in the near future. At the fourth Municipal
Leaders Summit on Climae Change, which was held in
Montreal last December in conjunction with the UN Confer-
ence, municipal leaders from around the world faced the
growing prospect that what we thought would be a 20805
problem is a problem woday.
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Adapting to Climate Change

Municipalities are already adapting to climate change. In
general, though, they are not doing so explicitly to deal with
climate change risks or opportunitics, For example, munici-
palities have developed low-water response plans to deal
with summcer low-waler conditions, or heat waming systems
o deal with extreme heat conditions, The plans are imtendel
te help cope with current climate variability, but they will
also help cope with the low-water and heat conditions that
will be more common in 2 warmer climate. The people who
design and implement these measures may not think of them
in terms of “adaptations to climate change.” Instead, they
think of *managing risks,” “reducing vulnerabilities.”
“strengthening resilience™ or other terms. Trrespective of the
terms, some actions that arc already being undertaken will
help prepare mumicipalities for a changed climate.

Hewever, additional, planned adaptations are required o
effectively mamage climate change risks, To date, adaptation
has not kept pace with the risks - impacts have escalated
contmuously over the past several decades, As our urban
centres grow and intensily, and the population grows and
ages, more peophe and property will be at nisk, The climate
will continue 10 warm and become ingrensingly variable
over the coming decades, resulling in an increase in
weather-related hazards and other ccosystem changes. Com-

bined, these trends rise concems about various aspects of
municipal infrastructure, service delivery and
administration, including:

infrastruciure planning, engineering and management:
waler and energy supply and distribution:

wastewater management;

public works operations and management;
Iransportation systems design and managemeni;
land-use planning;

parks and recreation planning and operations,

local economic development;

public and emergency health services: and

emergency preparedness.

Adaptation to climate change refers to “adjustments in
natural or human systems in response to actual or expecied
climatic stimuli or their effeets, which moderate hanm or ex-
ploits beneficial opportmities.” Thus, if cimate change
might result in more intense storm activily, iImproving emer-
gency preparcdness would be an adaptation respanse: if
droughts and water shorages might be more of o problem in
the future, additonal water conservation would be an adap-
tation response, Countless other exnmples exist,
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Expanding Familiar Activities
In progtice, most adaptaitions to chimate change are Gamliar

activitics, rather than fundamentally new. People will ofien say
“we do those things already,™ be it in respect o conserving
waler during summer kyw-waler condilions or preparing for
weather-related emerpencies, So, they ask, how is it that these
activitics comprise adaptation 1o climate change?

In most cases, the policies, strategies and measures in
place to deal with current climate-related issues are de-
signed according to past climate trends, and in order 1o
achieve a specified level of performance. The problem is
that, os the climate changes, current systems may not con-
linue 1o provide the level of performance 1w which we are
accustomed. As we have seen from the examples ubove und
elsewhere, the consequences can be profonnd,

We can think of adapiation as both a process and as an
output, It is the process by which we examine how climate
change s likely o affeet us and determine how 1o respoml
appropraely. The output is dhe response. As a very simple
example, i water conservalion is a curmenl measure, mone
water conservilion would be an adaplation option in re-
sponse o increasingly frequent or severe drought-like con-
ditions as a result of climate change.

Gietting Starled - A Municipal Perspective
For a varicty of reasons, and despite the vanous “adapia-
tions™ alluded 1o above, mumicipalitics (like most glher see-

tors and grganizations) have nol yet been aggressive on

adapting to climate change. First, the notion of “adapting to

climate change™ is not widely understood in the municipal
sector, either conceptually o in practice. Few, if any, munic-
ipal staft have explicit responsibilitics for adapung,

Because climate change is so complex, and ¢limate pro-
Jections are uncertain, it is not always elear precisely what
we are adapting o,

The implications of climate change are debatable, and the
decision process may involve multiple stakeholders with
conflicting values and competing interests. Numerous adap-
lation responses will exist, and they will generally be evalu-
ated as “better” or “worse,” not “right” or “wrong.” In this
decision environment, domg adaptation is very complex,
and simply getting staried can be a real challenge,

Fortunately, some municipalitics fuoe gotien staned, Two
ol the key [actors to their success ane;

* individuals recognize the importanee and relevance of
climate change o existing priorities and champion the
issue; and

= ihe adaplation problem is framed in terms of jssues
that are relevant and actionable. given cach munici-
pality’s particulur gircumstances,

Since it is nobody's job to adapt (according 10 their
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role description), it is not surprising that adaptaiion is
not on the to-do List. [n many cases, municipal staff are
so overwhelmed with current responsibililies that it is
difficult 10 pursue the adaptation issue. In order to pur-
sue i, they would need to prioritize adaplation over -
and thereby displace — an existing responsibility, But,
with little or no time to preparing the business case, sim-
ply getting this far can be a challenge, It is a ¢lassic
chicken and egg problem,

In fact, adapting to climate change is a responsibility
that will be borne by many individuals amd roles. Adap-
tation should not be viewed as a standalone activity, sep-
arate from ongoing planning and management. Good wa-
ter management is good water management; good plan-
ning is pood planning; and good emergency preparcd-
ness is good emergency preparedness. The difference be-
tween those aclivilies in the past and those activities in
the present and future s that, in order 1o be good, they
will need to account for, and be adapred o, changed ¢li-
mate conditions,

Integrated Approach

In the municipalities that have initiated an adaplation
process, individusls have come to realize exactly this
point - in order 1o achieve established (climate-sensi-
tive) objectives, they noed to account for climate change.
For example, in order to ensure a reliable long-term wa-
ter supply, the effects of climate change on groundwater
supply must be considered, in addition 1o the demand
pressures from population growth and other factors,
These individuals recognize that climate change is an
important issue and identily the contexiual factors that
make certain aspects of climate change relevant Tor
them. Importantly, they build bridges across departments
and to outside organizations, to pull together the people,
information and other resources required to better under-
stand how climate change is relevan! to the municipality,
and what the municipality can and should do abowt it

The way the adaptation problem is framed has also been
an important factor. On several occasions, | have heard,
comments along the lines of “Until vou can tell me precisely
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what it is that [ am adapting to. I can’t adapt.” It will be a
long time, if ever, before we can specify a future ¢limate
with such precision. Just look at our weather forecasting,
and we have been at that for over 100 years! Unfortunately,
we can't afford to wait that long,

Reframing the lssue
Again, by looking at some of the municipalitics that have

initiated adaplation processes, we see different ways of

framing the adaptation problem, each suited ro particular
circumstances. For example, the problem has been framed
in terms of:

* How might climate change affect the municipality’s
ability to achieve the targels set out in the environ-
mental strategie plan?

= Will we have 1o invest in new supply infrastructure
sopner as a result of reduced groundwater levels be-
cause of climate change? By how much sooner?

* When we completed the hazard identification and risk
assessment (as required, for example, by all Ontario
municipalitics under the Emergency Management Act
2003), did we adequatcly account for the frequencies
and severities of hazards we might see as a resull of
climate change?

By framing adaptation in terms of issues that are relevant
for them, people are able to integrate adaptation into their
ongoing activitics. And, importantly, the problem definition
shapes the approach and type of information required 1o ad-
dress the problem. Answering “What are the impacts of ¢li-
mate change on me?” and “How should T adapt™™ can be
very difficult, due to uncertaintics, long time frames, com-
plex and interacting factors, and a variety of other reasons,
But, when framed in some other wavs, the climate change
problem can sometimes be tackled and addressed in more
practicable ways,

Perhaps the most pressing need for relraming the issue
of adapting to climate change is with respect 1o uncertainty.
Uncertainties, or perceptions of uncertainty, have delayed
action on climate change for years. There is no doubt that
our climate is changing, and that climate change is a prob-
lem now. Although uncertainties exist, we are almost cer-
tain that our climate will deliver more shocks, and that our
communities need w be more resilient o these shocks,

That’s the challenge. M40
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