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A B S T R A C T

Academics and champions seeking to guide and implement proactive climate change adaptation must be aware
of how local political factors can be a barrier or a benefit to action. With a wave of support, the City of Prince
George, Canada, pursued adaptation initiatives for six years; however, part way through the project, political
changes resulted in a local governmental shift in focus. Semi-structured interviews with local experts reflect on
how political changes affected the nature and legacy of adaptation in Prince George. Respondents indicated that
the new political regime was not anti-environmental but explicitly focused on reducing costs, which meant
minimizing studies and providing essential services. Initiatives related to transportation infrastructure and land
use planning continued to move forward, whereas issues related to flooding and ecosystems were stalled. Plans
and strategies that make clear links to costs and actions, and where the public clearly understands how inactions
will affect them, are more likely to move forward in a less supportive political environment. Redundancies in
capacity are important to maintain institutional memory. Effective communication is essential for stakeholders
to understand why local governments should invest in adaptation, and to potentially present adaptation as a
positive unifying direction for a community.

1. Introduction

Although there was a time when society could have drastically
minimized the need for climate change adaptation through appropriate
mitigation, atmospheric greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions have now
increased to levels where undesirable impacts of climate change are
already being experienced. Additionally, due to GHGs already in the
atmosphere, further change is inevitable for generations regardless of
mitigative actions (IPCC, 2013). As a result of these realities, adaptation
has emerged as a legitimate and necessary response to climate change,
and actions are required by all levels of government (e.g., Lesnikowski
et al., 2016).

Local governments are well-suited to engage in proactive adapta-
tion, and most successful adaptation initiatives to date focus on (and are
often led by) cities, towns or regions (e.g., Hunt and Watkiss, 2011;
UNFCCC, 2018). The success of local adaptation is due to many factors,
including the ability of smaller groups of people (i.e., communities) to
apply local knowledge in order act quickly and autonomously toward
changes that can provide direct benefits to those who undertake them,
unlike mitigation where benefits are often dispersed (Füssel, 2007).
Other factors that encourage adaptation at local levels include the fact
that climate impacts (such as floods and landslides) have localized
impacts on infrastructure assets, and clear linkages with spatial plan-
ning (Storbjörk and Hjerpe, 2014; Measham et al., 2011).

The purpose of this article is to specifically reflect on the influences

of political changes on the adaptation project in Prince George. These
lessons are relevant to a broad audience, as politics is an inevitable and
important factor in adaptation that had a significant effect on the Prince
George case study. Like it or not, researchers and practitioners engaging
in adaptation must acknowledge, understand, interphase with and re-
spond to political processes. Existing literature reviews the local stra-
tegies (e.g., Picketts et al., 2013) and implemented actions (e.g.,
Picketts et al., 2014; Picketts, 2015).

A plethora of studies exist that outline barriers to implementing
adaptation actions at the local level in developed regions, and political
factors are commonly identified as both an enabler and a barrier. With
some exceptions there are few studies that focus on the political aspects
of adaptation. In a systematic review of 81 papers Biesbroek et al.
(2013) found that one of three main adaptation-specific barriers relates
to tension between the long-term nature of impacts and short-term
political agendas. They also found that local governments are con-
strained by a lack of policy guidance, resources and support from other
levels of government. These barriers are echoed by Measham et al.
(2011) who found that adaptation must compete with other needs that
are often seen as more pressing by local councils, and that it is also
considered as solely an environmental issue. Other persistent barriers
that local governments must overcome to implement adaptation in-
cluding a lack of resources, capacity issues and increasing responsi-
bilities as higher levels download more responsibilities (Eisenack et al.,
2014; Baker et al., 2012). Furthermore, these barriers cannot be viewed
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in isolation: they interact and can make action increasingly difficult
(Eisenack et al., 2014).

Hjerpe et al. (2014) find that, as adaptation is rarely a required local
governmental action and few incentives exist, local political will is
highly important for adaptation to be successful. They conclude that
adaptation often remains low on political agendas in developed nations,
and that mitigation remains a more attractive response for local gov-
ernments. Eriksen et al. (2015) go further than identifying politics as a
barrier or enabler to adaptation, and argue that all adaptation measures
affect people differently, and are thus political in nature. Therefore,
although adaptation can be driven internally by local staff and can also
be acknowledged broadly as a priority, without support from political
leaders it may not receive resources and thus not carry forward.

The purpose of this article is to help better understand how local
political changes can affect adaptation actions, and inform how deci-
sion-makers can create adaptation plans and actions that are themselves
resilient to inevitable changes in politics. This is accomplished by ex-
amining and reflecting on the unique circumstances that occurred in
Prince George, Canada. The context of the case study community is
explained in the following section. The outcomes are communicated in
the results, and these are analyzed and summarized in the discussion
and conclusion sections.

1.1. Context: city of Prince George

Prince George is a City of 76,000 located approximately at the
geographical centre of the Province of British Columbia (BC), Canada.
The City is typically regarded as a conservative centre in otherwise
more-liberal BC. Since 1972 Prince George has elected conservative
Members of Parliament federally, and since 2001 liberal (the rightmost
major party) Members of the Legislative Assembly provincially. Prince
George is strongly linked to resource development with a heavy eco-
nomic reliance on forestry. The community has chronic air quality
concerns related to forest industry activities taking place near to the
city centre, road dust and transportation emissions (PGAIR 2017).
Curbside recycling only began in 2015, and the City has a sprawling
urban form including over 600 km of roads.

The Province of BC has been a leader in climate action. The Province
joined the Western Climate Initiative in 2008 as part a collaborative
effort to reduce greenhouse gas emissions in North America (WCI,
2018), implemented North America’s first legislated (and progressively
increasing) carbon tax in 2008 (Pedersen and Elgie, 2015), and created
an adaptation strategy in 2010 (BCMOE, 2010). The adaptation strategy
lays out many deliverables, including plans for research institutions (i.e.
the Pacific Institute for Climate Solutions and the Pacific Climate Im-
pacts Consortium) to provide scientific guidance and plans to integrate
adaptation into Provincial policies. The strategy and supporting

institutions provided direct support and rationale for pursuing adap-
tation in Prince George. Mechanisms to guide local-scale adaptation in
BC include municipal land use policy plans (called Official Community
Plans [OCPs]) and general overarching sustainability plans (called In-
tegrated Community Sustainability Plans [ICSPs]). The scope and jur-
isdiction of an OCP is guided by the BC Local Government Act (BCLGA)
(BC Government, 2018). Currently the BCLGA requires communities to
provide GHG emissions reduction strategies, but not adaptation targets.

In BC, local governments (i.e., municipalities and regional districts)
are primarily responsible for the planning, construction and manage-
ment of land and infrastructure systems and services within their jur-
isdictions. Local governments in Canada have their powers delegated to
them from Provincial Governments. Federal governments have limited
interactions with municipalities, but often provide funding for major
projects. Over 75% of funding for Canadian local governments is in-
ternal, with the majority of revenue generated from property and re-
lated taxes. The largest local expenditures relate to transportation,
protection (e.g., fire and policing), and environment (e.g., water,
sewage and garbage) (Statistics Canada, 2009).

Local concerns about climate change emerged largely in response to
the mountain pine beetle (MPB) epidemic in the early 2000 s. The MPB
- a native insect that typically attacks pine stands in boreal forests - has
exploded in population and range in Northwestern North America since
the 1990 s. This insect, unimpeded by the cold winter temperatures that
historically limit populations, has killed over half of the merchantable
pine volume in British Columbia (Pedersen and Elgie, 2015). The MPB
has significantly impacted the forestry industry, increased fire risks and
had a major effect on City parks and forests. Prince George also ex-
perienced other events, that may be partially attributed to climate
change, which have had social, environmental and economic impacts.
These include major river flooding events in 2007 and 2008, and pre-
mature infrastructure deterioration related partially to warming winter
temperatures causing increased winter freeze-thaw events (Picketts
et al., 2013).

Prince George was fortunate to ride a wave of support for adapta-
tion with in-kind and financial assistance provided by Provincial,
Federal and local governments, climate modelling centres, environ-
mental Non-Governmental Organizations and professional associations.
In late 2009 a climate change adaptation strategy was unanimously
approved by mayor and council, and $250,000 of funding (with federal
grant money matching municipal funds) was secured for a second phase
of research focused on implementation. This second phase focused on
eight initiatives related to incorporating adaptation into local plans,
continuing study related to local priorities, and amassing additional
information to help inform and support adaptation decisions. These
eight initiatives are outlined in Table 1, and fully summarized and
evaluated in Picketts (2015). With regards to mitigation, the City of

Table 1
Overview of adaptation initiatives in Prince George.

Project Outcomes and assessment

Incorporating adaptation into the sustainability plan (ICSP) Adaptation is a focus of the document and highlighted in the scenarios. Not viewed as successful as Plan
is not binding.

Incorporating adaptation into the community plan (OCP) Explicit references to adaptation throughout document. Viewed as successful as actions incorporated
into binding policy.

Incorporating climate projections into flood risk analysis Additional freeboard allowance of 0.6m recommended for flood construction levels. Viewed as
successful incorporation of measures into existing strategy.

Exploring how climate change affects transportation infrastructure Projects initiated related to: winter road maintenance and safety; and road design. Viewed as highly
successful due to pragmatism and cost implications.

Analyzing climate impacts on natural ecosystems Mapping conducted identifying areas vulnerable to changes in to soil moisture. Moderate success:
important information gathered.

Analyzing changes in rainfall intensity and freeze-thaw cycles Analyses conducted that confirmed freeze-thaw cycles are increasing in winter. Moderate success:
important information gathered.

Summarizing forestry adaptation initiatives Ongoing initiatives highlighted related to wildfire management and local parks. Limited success as City
had already taking action on issue.

Summarizing other adaptation priorities (i.e., emergency response,
slope stability, agriculture)

Future plans for actions outlined. Moderate success: important information gathered, but
implementation unlikely.
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