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Introduction
WHY WE’RE HERE 

Across the United States, local leaders are advancing, accelerating, and scaling-up innovative solutions to create 
healthy, equitable, resilient, and prosperous communities. The Institute for Sustainable Communities (ISC) has 
worked with hundreds of these leaders over the past 26 years, developing collaborative solutions from the 
neighborhood to the regional scale; in the public, private, and social sectors; and on facets of sustainability 
including housing, transportation, green infrastructure, and clean energy. 
 
Now more than ever, leaders and residents throughout our country’s communities recognize the growing 
importance of community-driven resilience as we face economic change, more frequent and intense weather 
events, and long-standing institutionalized social inequality.1 In response to this, ISC created this Sustainable 
Communities Leadership Academy and invited teams of cross-sector leaders working on innovative approaches 
to building resilient communities. We selected 12 teams and designed this workshop to address their greatest 
challenges—to find solutions and gain an increased understanding of how regional planning, cross-sector 
collaboration, and inclusive engagement can best shape policy development, project implementation, and social 
cohesion.
 
DEFINITION AND EVOLUTION 

In recent years, resilience has emerged 
as a framework to view and evaluate the 
strengths and weaknesses of the places we 
live, work, and play: our communities, from 
the neighborhood scale to the metropolitan 
region. Resilience represents a logical 
extension of sustainability—the entwined 
social, economic, and environmental 
health of people, places, and systems—
into a dynamic state, where systems 
respond to shocks and stresses over time.2 
These shocks can be acute and sharp like a 
catastrophic storm or corporate relocation, 
or chronic and embedded such as systemic 
poverty or environmental degradation. 
Having the ability to identify and characterize a system’s vulnerabilities is a precursor to communities being 
able to respond in ways that not only restore function, but yield even more productive outcomes. This kind of 
comprehensive analysis—system, sources of risk, vulnerabilities to risks, ability to respond—is a hallmark of the 
adaptation field, which has developed as an approach to equitably managing risks from climate change. 
 
The resilience framework can apply to many different sizes and scales of systems and shocks. The differentiator 
of community resilience is when resilience work is shaped and driven by members of that community. The 
community scale is critically important because it encompasses the daily activities of people and families—it’s 
what we call home, where we work, go to school, shop, and socialize. It reaches beyond the neighborhood and 
looks at what we care most about: the space and people that impact our lives each and every day. This lens 
doesn’t disregard the importance of our closest neighbors or larger-scale regional work—it lets us work in a 
scale that’s not bound by geography, but by what matters most to ensure people have the opportunity to live, 
work, and play in places that are lovable, resilient, and prosperous. 
1 http://www.adaptationclearinghouse.org/resources/community-driven-climate-resilience-planning-a-framework-2017.html
2 http://currents.plos.org/disasters/article/what-do-we-mean-by-community-resilience-a-systematic-literature-review-of-how-it-is-defined-in-
the-literature/

http://www.adaptationclearinghouse.org/resources/community-driven-climate-resilience-planning-a-framework-2017.html
http://currents.plos.org/disasters/article/what-do-we-mean-by-community-resilience-a-systematic-literature-review-of-how-it-is-defined-in-the-literature/
http://currents.plos.org/disasters/article/what-do-we-mean-by-community-resilience-a-systematic-literature-review-of-how-it-is-defined-in-the-literature/
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 Sustainability and resilience efforts are often criticized as being too “top down,” developed by, and/or imposed 
from, the government on the citizens most impacted.3 Such initiatives are often imagined by local governments 
without the knowledge and experience of their communities. That’s often a result of governments needing to 
establish leadership before engaging other stakeholders, or of them having the best resources and expertise to 
take the first steps and drive the efforts. When leadership and resources are shared more broadly, community-
driven resilience is achievable. At best, resilience is community-driven work that meets the priority needs of a 
cross-section of people and organizations.
 
STATE OF THE PRACTICE
How does this translate in practice? In some places, regional visioning flows to local, government-led action, to 
improve social resilience, rebuild infrastructure, and otherwise respond to recognized vulnerabilities. In other 
places, innovation comes from the neighborhood in the form of turning vacant lots into green stormwater 
infrastructure or parks, or building resilient solar to benefit local residents.4 In the best cases, action at different 
scales, and across sectors, works to implement a shared vision of inclusive resilience.
 
The most effective community resilience efforts—spanning vision, planning, and implementation—share key 
characteristics that lead to more sustained efforts and just outcomes. Such efforts include: 

• Broad consideration of the community system, considering explicitly the ways people, institutions, 
economies, and the natural and built environment relate.

• Explicit consideration of vulnerabilities in all aspects of the community system.

• Integrated approaches to ensuring all voices are represented in resilience work and that groups 
disproportionately affected are part of both the leadership and the solution.

• A vision of resilience developed through a representative and inclusive stakeholder process and broadly 
supported by key organizations across sectors.

• Integration of that vision throughout the routine work of organizations and people across sectors.

 
WHAT WE HEARD 

To better understand the challenges that practitioners face as they develop innovative approaches to building 
resilient communities, we interviewed each of the teams participating in the workshop and consulted experts 
working nationally on these issues. While each community grapples with a unique set of conditions and 
challenges, we focused on several characteristics of effective, inclusive community resilience work:
 

• Inspire and encourage community leadership: Are cities and regions developing methods to 
meaningfully partner with and include community leaders in decision-making processes? Through the 
creation of formal leadership roles including boards, task forces, and advisory groups, we can foster 
new leaders among local residents and leverage existing champions and resilience ambassadors within 
city government and the private sector. 

• Integrating social equity goals into decision-making, from active participation to leadership to 
outcomes: Part of the challenge when it comes to the issue of equitable resilience lies in understanding 
who is implementing resilience measures, and for whom. We must acknowledge that our natural 
systems are human rights that should be accessible and protected. Are considerations being made for 
the communities that have not been historically protected by environmental policies?  

• Collaborate across organizations, sectors, jurisdictions, and more: Resilience is forcing local 
governments, nonprofits, and other organizations to adopt a more holistic approach in their respective 
practices. Cross-sectoral or cross-jurisdictional goals may often align, but when they don’t, are leaders 
in the various related sectors, agencies, organizations, and jurisdictions collaborating to work toward a 
resilient future for all?  

3 http://www.slate.com/articles/health_and_science/onearth/2013/03/agenda_21_no_the_government_isn_t_going_to_confiscate_your_
property.html
4 http://www.iscvt.org/program/partnership-resilient-communities

http://www.slate.com/articles/health_and_science/onearth/2013/03/agenda_21_no_the_government_isn_t_going_to_confiscate_your_property.html
http://www.slate.com/articles/health_and_science/onearth/2013/03/agenda_21_no_the_government_isn_t_going_to_confiscate_your_property.html
http://www.iscvt.org/program/partnership-resilient-communities
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• Monitor the impacts of resilience work: In order to visualize and understand how far we still need to 
go, we must understand the progress we have made. Through the use of indicators and other metrics, 
we can track this progress, measure our successes, and share this data so that it can be replicated 
across the city, region, and even country.  

• Communicating the urgency and value of climate resilience: Are there best practices for 
communicating climate impacts with the public? Do strategies differ depending on regional politics or 
demographics? How do we make the public care about critical issues without portraying a doom-and-
gloom image of the future, and how can we convey complex and urgent information to decision-makers 
through the use of data visualization and models? 

• Fund and finance resilience projects from planning to implementation: Capital projects ranging 
from community greening efforts to repairing critical infrastructure can be costly, particularly for smaller 
cities and communities. How can we use innovative financing mechanisms to advance resilience goals? 
Are there advantages to gaining public support for these measures first? Are there perhaps ways to 
integrate new ideas into old plans and discover appealing new synergies or co-benefits? The financial 
benefits may be more long term and still require widespread support—how do we communicate this to 
the public and to our leaders?     

 
OBJECTIVES 

Over this three-day workshop, each team will engage with experts and colleagues from across the country who 
will enable them to advance resilience planning and implementation in their respective communities. Through 
a combination of engaging plenary presentations, conversational breakout sessions, an in-depth clinic, and 
focused team huddles, teams will develop a fuller understanding of the ways that others are innovating to make 
their communities more resilient, and translate that understanding into stronger strategies and immediate 
action plans for more inclusive, effective work at home.



6
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TEAM PROFILE

Anchorage, Alaska
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION
Anchorage is Alaska’s largest city, home to over 40% of the state’s population. Over 100 languages are spoken 
among the city’s 300,000 residents—a diverse mix of native Alaskans, immigrants, migrants, and refugees from 
across the U.S. and around the world. 
 
The city’s high latitude—which translates to a cold climate and long winters—shortens the growing season to 
a point where the vast majority of food and goods consumed by Anchorage residents must be imported from 
outside Alaska. Most of these goods move through the Port of Anchorage, which is vulnerable to earthquakes, 
severe weather, and other environmental risks, but only three to four days’ worth of food is stored locally. 
The Port of Anchorage is a major economic driver of the region, with much of the city’s economy tied to 
transportation and logistics. 
 
Climate change amplifies the risks faced by the city, especially its most vulnerable residents. Anchorage is 
projected to see increased average temperatures and periods of extreme heat, which will threaten the glaciers 
that feed reservoirs and coastal fisheries. Warmer temperatures may also increase the spread of insect-borne 
diseases. Reduced rain and snowfall could also result in more wildfires and a shortened ski season. The City of 
Anchorage is committed to addressing these risks while continuing to be a welcoming city for newcomers.
 
TEAM SUMMARY
The team is working to develop a long-term, city-wide resilience plan built on community engagement and 
equity that harnesses current environmental and socio-economic initiatives. The working group and plan—titled 

"AWARE: Anchorage: Welcoming and Resilient"—must be finalized by the end of 2017.
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PROMISING PRACTICES

• The Anchorage team is committed to welcoming and including all members of their dynamic 
community—immigrants, refugees, natives, long-term rural residents, and recent urban transplants—
and is actively establishing programs to improve this process.

• The team is developing a community resilience plan that will include specific and comprehensive 
community-wide benchmarks and data collection measures to evaluate the success of the AWARE 
strategy and measure social cohesion.

• In 2015, the mayor assigned each of his staff members to act as mayor’s office liaisons to various 
community councils. The on going direct interaction between local government and the community 
councils has fostered much more open dialogue on all local issues. 

• Anchorage has worked very actively across the Anchorage School District to educate youth and families 
about food security, resilience planning, and emergency preparedness.

 
KEY CHALLENGES

• Establishing food security in emergency preparedness and planning (almost all food is imported and 
only 5% is local).

• Creating food security and emergency preparedness materials that are comprehensive enough to be 
useful and educational, but can also accommodate the nuanced needs of all community members.

• Relaying information, documents, resources, and announcements across the language barriers—which 
often affect those who need the information most—in this multilingual community.

• Getting community buy-in, engaging residents, and leading from the ground-up; many residents are 
focused on daily survival and lack the time and opportunity to engage.

• Engaging residents from all populations during the planning process. Many residents are not interested 
in theoretical situations and typically will not engage unless it’s concrete and will have an immediate 
impact on their daily life.

Photo credit: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Anchorage_from_Earthquake_Park.jpg

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Anchorage_from_Earthquake_Park.jpg
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TEAM PROFILE

Atlanta, Georgia
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION
Atlanta is both the capital and largest city in Georgia, with a population of 472,000. The 10-county metropolitan 
area—the ninth largest metropolitan area in the U.S.—is home to nearly six million residents who are served by 
the Atlanta Regional Commission, a regional planning and intergovernmental coordination agency.
 
Metro Atlanta’s diversified economy—with its high concentration of Fortune 500 companies and global 
headquarters for many major corporations, including the Coca-Cola Company, Delta Air Lines, and UPS—
exerts considerable influence on both the national and global economies. Along with a highly educated 
workforce, a major factor in Atlanta’s economic prominence is its central role in transportation and logistics. 
Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport is the world’s busiest, both in terms of passenger traffic and 
aircraft operations. However, this success has also put substantial pressure on the region’s highway system, 
which is plagued by heavy congestion. The region’s dependence on automobile transportation and its history 
of aggressive highway construction—often at the expense of public transit—has contributed to sprawl, 
weakened social cohesion, and reduced air quality. The lack of affordable, efficient transportation options has 
contributed to growing inequality and worsened the region’s vulnerability to highway system disruptions during 
emergencies. 
 
In light of these challenges, the Atlanta metropolitan region is embarking on an ambitious plan to transform 
its communities and its transportation system. In partnership with the Strong, Prosperous, and Resilient 
Communities Challenge, the region is planning to build additional rail and bus capacity under the Metropolitan 
Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority, as well as an extensive network of parks, multi-use trails, and transit along the 
22-mile Atlanta BeltLine. Both projects have set goals for increasing affordable housing in these areas.
 
TEAM SUMMARY
The City of Atlanta recently became one of the 100 Resilient Cities and is on a fast track to complete its resilience 
plan. The team is working to broaden its collective understanding of resilience planning models and best 
practices and chart a course for resilience planning throughout the Atlanta metropolitan region. The upcoming 
update of the Atlanta Region's Plan (atlantaregionsplan.com) may present an opportunity to build the plan 
around resilience. 
 

http://atlantaregionsplan.com/
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PROMISING PRACTICES
• The Transformation Alliance—a partnership of 17 government agencies, businesses, and nonprofits—

was one of six communities awarded a Strong, Prosperous, and Resilient Communities Challenge 
(SPARCC) (www.sparcchub.org/communities/atlanta) grant. Part of the SPARCC funds will go toward a 
resilience plan that focuses on equity, health, and environmental outcomes for the Lee Street Corridor, 
which sits in a disadvantaged part of Atlanta threatened by gentrification. 

• The Atlanta Regional Commission’s research and analytics team built the Neighborhood Nexus tool, a 
community intelligence system that employs bundled state-of-the-art visualization tools to help users 
understand and analyze over 5,000 data variables from a variety of sources. Neighborhood Nexus aims 
to support a network of community leaders and residents, governments, businesses, advocates, and 
service providers with the information, tools, and expertise to make data- driven decisions, leverage 
assets, and create new opportunities for policy intervention in community problems. Partners have used 
the tool to examine past and current socioeconomic and demographic patterns; assess correlations 
between the equity, health, and climate of communities; identify and develop benchmarking metrics; 
and ultimately make better community decisions.

 
KEY CHALLENGES

• Determining the best starting point for resilience planning, whether that be taking resilience planning 
to more local governments or incorporating resilience into future regional planning efforts, or some 
combination of the two.

• Coordinating at the regional scale and seeing the bigger picture. The many different entities working on 
resilience are generally focused on their own piece of the puzzle.

Photo credit: https://pixabay.com/en/atlanta-georgia-city-cities-90599

http://www.sparcchub.org/communities/atlanta/
https://pixabay.com/en/atlanta-georgia-city-cities-90599
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TEAM PROFILE

Detroit, Michigan

Detroit
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Puget Sound

San Bernardino

BACKGROUND INFORMATION
The Detroit team was borne out of the need for an equitable, accessible, and concerted efforts to help Detroiters 
understand, manage, and prioritize green stormwater efforts in Detroit, as well as a need to create a strategy 
that engages the city and residents of all economic strata. Like many older American cities struggling with the 
effects of industrial decline, Detroit struggles with housing insecurity, neglected public transportation and water 
infrastructure, and high levels of blight and vacancy. Many of the most urgent resilience challenges faced by 
Detroiters center around water—a nexus issue that has implications for health, housing security, and quality 
of life. Aging municipal infrastructure has led to frequently flooded basements and sewage backups. Many of 
the city’s poorest residents struggle to pay their water bills each month, and in the past, the utility has shut off 
water service for those who have missed multiple payments. The City of Detroit has recently started levying 
stormwater drainage fees on water ratepayers to help cover the cost of managing runoff. These fees represent 
an additional burden for already cash-strapped households, but the city plans to offer credits against this fee if 
ratepayers implement green infrastructure solutions that manage stormwater. 
 
Despite the city’s well-publicized challenges, it boasts a resilient and resourceful network of community 
organizations and engaged residents who are leading the way in grassroots, inclusive urban regeneration. Many 
of them are engaged in empowering residents to lead the way on green infrastructure solutions, including those 
that could help residents lower their stormwater fees while reducing runoff. This team’s goal is to coordinate 
those efforts and to engage more effectively with the city over water and sustainability policy. 
 
TEAM SUMMARY
This team, which represents multiple stakeholders in the green stormwater infrastructure and sustainability 
ecosystem in Detroit, is working to coordinate and advance their efforts, especially in light of Detroit’s recently 
established sustainability office.
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PROMISING PRACTICES
• For years, the organizations within this group have served as de facto public service agents to provide 

neighborhood services, education, and stormwater management in Detroit’s most vulnerable areas.

• The group leads a series of capacity building initiatives across the city, including leading classes, 
organizing trainings, and hosting summits with neighborhood leaders who then share information 
broadly within their neighborhoods.

• The team has led a series of mini-grant programs to provide resources directly to residents and pair 
them with technical experts who help grantees execute and understand.

• The team actively seeks to incorporate economic development and job creation into their resilience 
models, addressing the issues most urgent to Detroiters.

• The group is dedicated to implementing neighborhood-scale green infrastructure strategies that engage 
the city’s most overlooked populations.

 
KEY CHALLENGES

• Developing innovative funding models that are not reliant on philanthropy or crowdfunding, especially 
at the neighborhood scale.

• Accessing vacant land on which to establish comprehensive systems.

• Compartmentalization and isolation of sustainability efforts at the city-level, which makes innovation 
difficult.

• Creating citywide strategies; only two-thirds of the 24 miles of vacant land in Detroit are developable.

Photo credit: Center for Neighborhood Technology, www.flickr.com/photos/centerforneighborhoodtechnology

http://www.flickr.com/photos/centerforneighborhoodtechnology


 Gulf of Mexico  |  14

TEAM PROFILE

Gulf of Mexico
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San Bernardino

Washington, D.C

BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

Over 20 million people live along the Gulf Coast, and the region is expected to continue growing. A series of 
catastrophic disasters in the region over the last 12 years has led to severe economic, environmental, and social 
distress. In 2005, Hurricane Katrina devastated the Mississippi Gulf Coast, surpassing the 1,000-year flood 
plain in many areas and destroying more than 52,000 housing units. Post-Katrina rebuilding saw a shift from 
the older, historically densely populated areas to the north. Meanwhile, large employment centers and public 
transit services remain primarily in the south, resulting in longer commutes to jobs, a rapid increase in vehicle 
miles traveled, poor access to essential community facilities, and a lack of employment opportunities for those 
without access to transportation. All of these factors have contributed to decreased livability and an increased 
cost of living for many coastal residents.
 
Just as the region was beginning to rebuild infrastructure and expand critical community facilities to new 
growth areas, the national recession took hold. The financial crisis brought housing construction to a near 
standstill, resulting in unequal rebuilding that has left behind many vulnerable populations. In the midst of the 
recession, the Deepwater Horizon oil spill dealt a devastating blow to coastal ecology, regional tourism, and the 
mariculture industry.
 
The Gulf of Mexico Alliance (GOMA), established in 2004, is a partnership of five U.S. states along the Gulf of 
Mexico coast, federal agencies, academic organizations, businesses, and non-governmental organizations 
dedicated to the environmental and economic health of the region. GOMA is currently one year into its third 
Five-Year Action Plan, which focuses on preparing for future shocks and stressors by increasing coastal 
resilience.
 
TEAM SUMMARY 

All members of this team are part of the GOMA – Coastal Resilience Priority Issues Team. This team has 
worked together for three years writing the current Gulf of Mexico Alliance Governors Action Plan III (www.
gulfofmexicoalliance.org/2016/06/gulf-mexico-alliance-releases-governors-action-plan-iii-healthy-resilient-
coasts) and Tier II Document. The GOMA Resilience Team members attending this workshop represent three of 
the Alliance’s five states: Mississippi, Alabama, and Texas.
 

http://www.gulfofmexicoalliance.org/2016/06/gulf-mexico-alliance-releases-governors-action-plan-iii-healthy-resilient-coasts/
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PROMISING PRACTICES
• GOMA is built upon unique partnerships, and finds success through active public and private sector 

collaborations. The alliance has been able to successfully leverage private sector resources to fund 
public sector projects and research that corresponds to their action plans. 

• GOMA has developed a Community Resilience Index and Community Self Assessment as primary tools 
to measure equity in all communities within their region.

• A key part of the alliance’s mission is to include the community and educate the public. They actively 
hold workshops and trainings for local planners and stakeholders on their tools, research, and action 
plans.

 
KEY CHALLENGES

• Navigating the new constraints to funding for environmental work in the public sector.

• Understanding how to develop solutions for hazard resilience while also implementing projects and 
policies to overcome and correct for those vulnerabilities.

• Building consensus across local jurisdictions on projects surrounding equity issues and opportunities.

• Limited capacity among local nonprofits, parishes, and municipalities to engage with this work.

• Inspiring behavior changes and combating complacency with Gulf residents around disaster impacts 
and risks.
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TEAM PROFILE

Houston, Texas
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Houston

Puget Sound

San Bernardino

BACKGROUND INFORMATION
Houston is the largest city in Texas and the most populous city in the south. With its proximity to the Gulf of 
Mexico’s oil and gas resources and its major port, Houston is a major global hub for energy and energy-related 
industries. Home of NASA’s Mission Control Center at Johnson Space Center, the city also boasts a sizeable 
aerospace sector. While the region’s economy is largely dominated by the fossil fuel industry—Houston’s 
nickname is the “Energy Capital of the World”—the city is also making significant investments in renewables. 
Houston’s economic vitality has allowed it not only to be the first major U.S. city to regain all of the jobs lost 
during the 2008 economic recession, but also to add two new jobs for every one lost during the downturn.
 
While Houston and the surrounding region benefit greatly from the nearby Gulf of Mexico and the active Port 
of Houston, these assets also represent significant vulnerabilities, especially in the context of climate change. 
Extreme weather in the hurricane-prone Gulf of Mexico threatens the region, and the city—which lies only 50 
feet above sea level—is susceptible to flooding and storm surges. Disruptions to the Port of Houston and oil and 
gas facilities affect not only the regional economy, but also the national economy—approximately 40% of U.S. 
petrochemical production capacity is located in the Houston metropolitan area.
 
TEAM SUMMARY

• The team focuses on resilience efforts that work with policymakers, community leaders, and business to 
better understand—and ultimately narrow—the adaptation gap, or the difference between the climate 
adaptation activities actually being done and the adaptation work that should be done to ensure a more 
resilient community. 

• Several team members collaboratively developed the City of Houston's Sustainability Action Plan, which 
focuses primarily on extreme heat, hurricanes, and flooding—particularly on the Gulf Coast—and their 
impacts on low-income communities and the overall regional economy. 

• The team developed and coordinated the Climate Change Preparedness and Resilience Exercise 
Series: Houston Climate Preparedness and Resilience workshop. They have also collaborated on 
the development of the Houston-Galveston Region’s U.S. Climate Resilience Toolkit and the website 
adapt2climate.org. 

http://adapt2climate.org
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PROMISING PRACTICES

• Coming from a state with a more conservative political climate, the team has developed promising ideas 
on ways to best engage with the new federal administration. Over the years, they have identified and 
honed appropriate strategies for making progress on climate mitigation and adaptation in a challenging 
environment.

• The team is currently working on implementing a data collection and management framework similar 
to the one used by the City of Chicago for their Climate Action Plan to allow the region to bring together 
stakeholders and data sources to develop baselines and metrics for appropriate and coordinated 
resilience plans.

• The team members have a long-standing focus on environmental justice and are actively learning from 
each other and from peer cities to establish innovative ways to bring equity to the table.

 
KEY CHALLENGES

• There is a lack of actionable data and information regarding the risk of climate change specific to a 
community. Without better information, it is difficult to determine actual risk, limiting a community's 
ability to take action and widening the adaptation gap.

• Presenting evidence in a way that motivates decision-makers to take proactive action on climate-
related threats, particularly flooding and extreme heat; the prevailing argument that there is too much 
uncertainty to make informed climate decisions feeds a crippling lack of political will to take action on 
adaptation.

• Funding for resilience projects and infrastructure projects, especially with the current level of city debt 
and political polarization.

Photo credit: https://pixabay.com/en/houston-ship-channel-aerial-view-965693
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TEAM PROFILE

King County, Washington

Detroit

 King County

 San Antonio

Anchorage

Atlanta

Gulf of Mexico 

Houston

Knoxville

Opa-locka

San Bernardino

Washington, D.C

BACKGROUND INFORMATION
King County is located on the shores of Puget Sound in western Washington. With a population of over two 
million, it is the most populous county in the state and houses Seattle, the state’s most populous city. The 
region’s economy is shaped by the numerous Fortune 500 companies based in the area—including prominent 
information and technology corporations such as Microsoft and Amazon—and the Port of Seattle, the eighth-
largest U.S. port in terms of container traffic. 
 
The region’s vibrant economy, culture, and proximity to popular outdoor recreation areas continues to attract 
new residents. As a result, Seattle in particular struggles with intense rush-hour traffic congestion and very high 
housing prices. 
 
King County is already contending with negative impacts from a changing climate, including sea level rise, 
increased flood risk, and changes in precipitation. Projected reductions in mountain snowpack are of particular 
consequence for the region’s economy and residents, as snowmelt is a key source of drinking water and 
hydroelectric power.  

TEAM SUMMARY
The King County team represents an effort to build collaboration on resilience both across county government 
departments and between government and community organizations in order to advance equitable, inclusive, 
and coordinated climate action. County government team members hail from the King County Department of 
Natural Resources and Parks, the Office of Emergency Management, the Department of Community and Human 
Services, and the Department of Public Health. They are joined by representatives of Rainier Beach Action 
Coalition, a grassroots community development coalition devoted to implementing community responsive 
renewal and development. 
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PROMISING PRACTICES
• King County is a leader in ambitious climate and resilience work, particularly in their incorporation of the 

principles of inclusivity and equity, ensuring those most vulnerable to climate change and other shocks 
and stresses are not left behind.

• Communities of Opportunity (COO) is a partnership formed in 2014 by King County, the Seattle 
Foundation, and communities who share a future vision that encompasses the principles of equity, 
climate resilience, healthy communities, and inclusive economic mobility. COO seeks to coordinate 
new and existing initiatives in specific geographic areas to address the root causes of inequities. 
Communities are located in the portion of the county with the most disparate health and wellbeing 
outcomes.

• In October 2014, Seattle Foundation and King County announced a first round of COO investments 
focusing on improving equity through policy and systems level work that engages or is led by affected 
communities. More than $915,000 in grants was awarded to 12 organizations. Communities of 
Opportunity 2016 Systems and Policy Change Grants awarded $1,226,000 to 18 local efforts leading 
systems and policy change work in King County.

• King County convenes an interdepartmental Climate Action Team that includes the Departments 
of Transportation, Natural Resources and Parks, Facilities Management, Public Health, and others. 
This team explores ways to support climate resilience infrastructure, and communities, reflecting 
goals articulated in the county’s Strategic Climate Action Plan, Equity and Social Justice Strategic Plan, 
Communities of Opportunity logic model, Climate and Health Blueprint, and Emergency Management 
Recovery Plan.

 
KEY CHALLENGES

• Uniting climate and health resilience, emergency management, economic resilience, and community 
resilience under a cohesive approach; currently, teams across the county and beyond county 
government are working separately on different aspects of resilience.

• Updating the King County Office of Emergency Management’s disaster recovery plan for the next 10 
years, and pairing it with a community resilience plan that prepares communities to handle disasters 

• Looking upstream at community resilience and addressing the root causes of vulnerability—such as 
economic hardship and political marginalization—by elevating existing community leadership through 
initiatives like COO.

Photo credit: Heather, https://www.flickr.com/photos/verybadlady/1787104654
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION
Knoxville is the third-largest city in Tennessee, with a population of 190,000 and counting; people continue to 
flock to the area, in part due to its low cost of living. The Knoxville metropolitan region is home to Tennessee’s 
flagship state university and a number of smaller educational institutions. The region also hosts one of the 
nation’s strongest research and technology corridors. Another of the area’s defining characteristics is its wealth 
of natural and recreational assets, including part of the Great Smoky Mountains National Park. 
 
Despite its assets, the region is challenged by economic and social disparities and physical issues relating 
to growth. Many residents live in poverty, and may have limited employment prospects. Incidences of heart 
disease, diabetes, and obesity are on the rise for children and adults. Many streams and lakes are polluted, and 
poor air quality is affecting the region’s health and environmental assets. Some rural areas lack infrastructure 
that would improve the lives of residents, and the majority of the region’s households are spending large 
portions of monthly income on transportation—not just due to rising gas prices, but because many homes are 
located far from employment and commercial centers.
 
TEAM SUMMARY
The team focuses on creating social enterprises to provide outreach, education, and marketing to low- and 
moderate-income residents from low- and moderate-income residents. Their fee-for-services contracts 
implement high-touch community engagement campaigns that utilize trusted information channels and 
networks in communities that are often not easily understood or accessed by outside entities. This helps to raise 
awareness of, and participation in, sustainability practices and programs. 
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PROMISING PRACTICES
• Research by the University of Tennessee’s Green Economy Initiative (UTGI) provided evidence for the 

effectiveness of Socially Equal Energy Efficient Development’s (SEEED) grassroots mobilization and 
education to maximize energy efficiency gains through behavioral change in low- income communities. 
The findings also identified a need for community- based coalitions and energy  sector institutions to 
co-create policies that give voice to Knoxville’s low- income communities and most climate -vulnerable 
populations. 

• UTGI also conducted the evaluation research for Knoxville Extreme Energy Makeover (KEEM)—including 
surveys, observations, focus groups, and interviews—and identified SEEED as the most effective 
organization for getting low- income residents’ participation in KEEM workshops, which were mandatory 
for eligibility of KEEM services. Knox County Community Action Committee, which administers the KEEM 
program, collects energy and service metrics on the program.

 
 
KEY CHALLENGES

• Identifying how to leverage the financial and political capital required to take energy resilience to the 
next level in Knoxville—and all of Tennessee—in a sustainable manner.

• Establishing sustained leadership from the communities most directly and deeply affected by low-
income energy burdens in order to ensure the Smarter Cities Partnership—formed three years ago by 
the Knoxville Office of Sustainability to address these burdens—remains a meaningful, comprehensive, 
and sustainable program.

• Designing and implementing a local, sustainable, whole-systems approach to energy efficiency and clean 
energy financing, workforce and economic development, and community education for all.

Photo credit: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Knoxville_TN_skyline.jpg
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION
The City of Opa-locka is a small city of 16,500 people on 4.2 square miles in Miami-Dade County, halfway 
between Miami and Fort Lauderdale. The city is famous for its unique architecture, boasting the largest 
collection of Moorish Revival buildings in the Western Hemisphere. Opa-locka is challenged by high 
unemployment; approximately 16% of the population is unemployed—98% of whom are African-American or 
Hispanic—and 32% of families are below the poverty line. Opa-locka is also beset with high crime rates and 
conflicts between residents and law enforcement.
 
Like many of the urban areas in Southeast Florida, Opa-locka is very flat and lies only a few feet above sea level. 
Opa-locka houses several miles of the region’s extensive network of man-made canals and retention ponds. 
The canals, many of which are navigable, provide important drainage, flood control, and water storage services. 
Only a few miles of very flat terrain separate Opa-locka from the coast, so the city is vulnerable to threats from 
sea level rise. Because the canals are fed by groundwater seepage and connect directly to Biscayne Bay, they 
become increasingly susceptible to flooding as the sea level and water table rise due to climate change and 
during heavy rainfall events. Should the sea level rise by six more inches, the canals would no longer have 
enough relative elevation to drain storm runoff into the ocean, rendering them ineffective for flood control.
 
TEAM SUMMARY
The team is active in planning and implementing resilience strategies, which include growth management, 
conservation, infrastructure, affordable housing, and environmental policies. Most recently, the team 
collaborated to implement the Department of Housing and Urban Development’s Sustainable Community 
Challenge grant, which funded a multi-year effort to rewrite the city’s comprehensive plan and zoning codes to 
promote new businesses, job growth, improve housing quality and quantity, and revitalize the downtown core. 
Previously, the team worked together in a variety of capacities on issues related to transportation, brownfields, 
land use development, community engagement, and wellness strategies. 
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PROMISING PRACTICES

• The team has worked on many strategies and documents to implement its resilience goals. They have 
completed and implemented a new comprehensive land use strategy; an infrastructure plan, a public 
space and public art plan; and a wellness, education, and community engagement strategy. Recently, 
they have implemented these strategies on many fronts: opening a free children’s wellness center, 
implementing the oasis comprehensive plan, building three community parks, and establishing an 
annual health fair with monthly health strategy meetings. 

 
KEY CHALLENGES

• Developing a centralized process for collecting and managing data. The team has formed a collaborative 
group of five to seven organizations to assess their capacity for collecting and managing data, and is 
exploring how this may help support civic engagement and advocacy work. 

• Access to efficient public transportation for residents who are affected by the current cost of housing 
and the location of job centers.

• High energy costs, plus a lack of solar and wind power systems, which affect the wellness of the 
community and offers untapped potential for growth and development.

• Environmental pollution from the local industrial centers.
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Puget Sound

BACKGROUND INFORMATION
The Puget Sound region is an inland area in Washington that includes Puget Sound, the Puget Sound lowlands, 
and the surrounding region between the Cascade Range and the Olympic Mountains. Puget Sound is a large 
saltwater system of estuaries fed by highly seasonal freshwater from the Olympic and Cascade mountain 
watersheds.
 
The Puget Sound Regional Climate Preparedness Collaborative represents the central Puget Sound region of 
King, Pierce, Snohomish, and Kitsap Counties, which includes the cities of Seattle and Tacoma, as well as two 
large seaports. The region has a combined population of nearly four million residents and two million jobs, 
and is forecasted to grow to over five million residents and nearly three million jobs by 2040. The region’s 
population—which includes a significant and growing number of foreign-born residents—is becoming more 
diverse. Overall, the central Puget Sound region has high incomes compared to the country as a whole, but 
there is a significant income gap between the highest earners and the 11.7% of residents living in poverty.
 
The most significant climatic changes projected for the Pacific Northwest are an increase in base sea level and 
high tides, higher average temperatures, and more frequent and longer extreme heat events. Reductions in 
snowpack due to warmer, wetter winters, as well as hotter, drier summers and more extreme precipitation 
events may increase the likelihood of landslides and forest fires. If the region is not prepared for these changes 
and the subsequent risks to both social and ecological systems, these events will significantly impact the health 
and well-being of the community, as well as the region’s economy and infrastructure. 
 
TEAM SUMMARY
The Puget Sound team is dedicated to building and formalizing the Regional Climate Preparedness Collaborative, 
a regional network established to ensure the region’s communities, economy, and environment are resilient to 
the impacts of a changing climate. The Collaborative—which includes the Puget Sound Regional Council, the City 
of Seattle, King County, Snohomish County, Pierce County, Sound Transit, the Port of Seattle, and the University 
of Washington’s Climate Impacts Group—uses the Puget Sound Regional Council’s four-county regional 
coordination framework.
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PROMISING PRACTICES
• The collaborative is in the process of finalizing a Regional Collaborative Resolution to be adopted by 

each county and three to five cities within each county. The resolution aims to strengthen member 
collaboration on the identification and mapping of regional climate vulnerabilities, jointly integrating 
climate preparedness into local plans and capital facility design and siting, working with regional 
networks to engage diverse communities in co-developing preparedness strategies, engaging the 
business sector to understand economic and financial risks, developing consistent messaging across the 
Puget Sound region, and becoming a forum for peer-to-peer and cross-disciplinary exchanges.

 
KEY CHALLENGES

• Understanding how jurisdictions, agencies, and communities fund resilience work at the regional scale, 
particularly when member counties and municipalities are at various stages of plan development and 
implementation.

• Fitting the private sector into the regional adaptation equation; many of the region’s social and economic 
issues—an ongoing population boom, a high cost of housing coupled with a decline in housing stock, 
and development in counties unequipped to manage it—are tied into land use and development.

• Prioritizing and narrowing the scope of content of the collaborative’s work on regional areas of concern, 
including engagement and outreach, natural resource management, flood risks, food security, and 
disaster preparedness.

Photo credit: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Puget_Sound_from_Space_Needle_High_Rex.jpg
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION
With 1.4 million residents, San Antonio is the second most populous city in Texas, and it continues to grow at 
a rapid rate. The region’s economy is the fourth largest in the state, anchored by energy, healthcare, financial 
services, and a large number of U.S. military bases and related defense companies. As a result, the city is 
vulnerable to changes in federal defense spending. Climate change—and the resulting increases in both 
averages and extremes for temperature and precipitation—also pose threats to the region. More intense 
precipitation events pose a particular challenge to what is already one of the most flash-flood-prone regions in 
North America.
 
The city of San Antonio, with its municipal utility CPS Energy, has taken strides to develop its clean energy 
portfolio, which currently stands at 16% and is well positioned to grow further. CPS Energy is already the state 
leader—and seventh nationally—in solar capacity, with 229 megawatts in commercial operation. Under the San 
Antonio Tomorrow Sustainability Plan, San Antonio has a 20% renewable energy goal for the year 2020, and an 
unofficial goal of 40% by 2040.
 
TEAM SUMMARY
The San Antonio team is currently developing a Resilient San Antonio Action Plan covering climate change 
mitigation and adaptation that will include climate projections, a climate action plan, and a resilient 
neighborhood pilot program. The resilient neighborhood program will address tree canopy, social cohesion 
analysis, food systems, air quality, energy, flooding, mobility, and urban heat islands. The team seeks to create 
a coordinated data- and community-driven approach to resilience and explore how to engage the community 
on resilience, establish the community as equal partners in the planning process, and implement and track 
resilience.
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PROMISING PRACTICES
• San Antonio initiated a new faith -based initiative within the Department of Human Services to more 

efficiently and effectively connect the services within the community with the services offered through 
the city offices. The goals are to: 1) develop relationships with key faith-based groups, interfaith 
networks, and nonprofit organizations; 2) survey faith and civic leadership for understanding, shared 
services, and strengths; 3) create a network of partnerships; 4) facilitate a  common vision and focus of 
community concerns and needs; and 5) build capacity through education, technical support systems, 
and healthy collaboration.

• Members of the team have traditionally worked within vulnerable communities disproportionately 
affected by health disparities, and in the last three years, the team has focused increasingly on place-
based interventions within targeted low-income neighborhoods. These interventions have employed a 
social ecological approach and community organizing to holistically address the social determinants at 
the neighborhood level and equip residents to be agents of change.

• The Office of Sustainability utilizes 23 indicators to track progress, as well as the STAR Community 
Framework, which has many resilience and equity indicators.

• The team has developed an approach to discussing climate with the community under the banner of 
La Buena Vida (the Good Life). The group facilitation model of Conversational Leadership and on going 
Relational Coordination is also being utilized by the San Antonio faith-based initiative.

• The city has established a Chief Equity Officer to focus on issues of equity in San Antonio.

 
KEY CHALLENGES

• Directly connecting the top community concerns within San Antonio’s faith -based community—
generational poverty, homelessness and hunger, immigration and refugees, and literacy and 
neighborhood needs—with environmental concerns.

• Defining and facilitating conversations around equity and resilience; creating a common vision and 
common definitions in order to work toward the same goals, despite differing motivations and 
languages across sectors and populations.

• Establishing trust in the City of San Antonio since many communities feel strong distrust for the city.

• Learning more about food insecurity and sustainable food systems, engaging low-income residents in 
sustainable transportation planning, air and water quality, and environmental justice.

Photo credit: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Downtown_San_Antonio_View.JPG
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION
San Bernardino County has a population of over two million. Its county seat, the City of San Bernardino, and 
the bulk of the population lie in the extreme southwest of the county in the Los Angeles metropolitan area. The 
county—the largest by area in the United States—includes dense urban areas, large expanses of desert, and 
protected federal natural areas, including the San Bernardino National Forest, the Mojave National Preserve, 
and Joshua Tree National Park.
 
San Bernardino County’s climate, already hot and arid, is projected to become even hotter and drier. Average 
temperatures could increase by two to four degrees Fahrenheit, while the western parts of the county could see 
as many as 18 to 20 more heat waves by midcentury. Reductions in annual precipitation will almost completely 
diminish snowpack by 2100 and increase wildfire risk. 
 
TEAM SUMMARY
One of the team’s priorities is to ensure that sustainability projects are properly designed to meet community-
identified needs. In response, the team has been working to empower residents to invest in their community 
by actively listening to their concerns and aspirations and involving community members in the sustainability 
process. They have worked to provide meaningful opportunities for involvement, including discussions and 
events open to the entire community, and have proven their commitment to the long-term process of carrying 
out sustainability activities. The team recognizes that it takes time to plan for ways to involve all partners and 
stakeholders, and when this is done well, residents feel ownership of the work and acknowledgement that they 
helped make the changes needed in their community. 
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PROMISING PRACTICES
• In the fall of 2016, members of the team created a San Bernardino Community Coalition made up of San 

Bernardino County representatives, community-based organizations, community-equity advocates, and 
regional local government. The goals of this coalition were to identify community projects that could 
potentially align with each other, and to submit a proposal to help accelerate one of San Bernardino 
County’s community sustainability plans. The Advisory Council was created to ensure that projects 
submitted for the State of California grants were designed for authentic transformation of a vulnerable 
community in the San Bernardino and Riverside Counties.

• The State of California Transformative Climate Community grants will be awarded to local community 
development groups and local agencies in partnership with a community-based organization that has 
a transformative climate community plan that demonstrates climate, economic workforce, health and 
environmental health benefits to vulnerable communities. 

• The coalition will be evaluating this project on social equity on the following points:

• Residents need to be involved in designing a plan that clearly articulates social equity goals.

• Social equity will be integrated into sustainability plans through an inclusive process.

• Local non profits, universities, private partners, other local governments will collaborate to achieve 
identified common goals.

• Equity goals will be set that specifically address the needs of the vulnerable community.

• Data use and performance measures will track progress toward social equity objectives being 
achieved.

• Adequate resources will be committed to implement that plan and assign a staff to administer the 
plan.

 
 KEY CHALLENGES

• Communities of color are often found to be disproportionately exposed to air pollution and other 
environmental hazards, therefore community engagement will be necessary for residents living in 
vulnerable communities. Getting residents involved will expand the number of people contributing to 
gains toward sustainability objectives and goals such as increasing job employment in green jobs and 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions and energy use. There is a need to ensure social equity activities will 
assist in increasing community engagement.

• Engaging communities living in vulernable areas; communities of color are often disproportionately 
exposed to air pollution and other environmental hazards. Getting residents involved will expand the 
number of people contributing to sustainability objectives and goals.

• Ensuring social equity activities to increase community engagement.
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION
The Washington, D.C. metropolitan area is served by the Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments 
(MWCOG), an independent nonprofit association that brings area leaders together to address major regional 
issues in the District of Columbia, suburban Maryland, and Northern Virginia. MWCOG’s membership is 
comprised of 300 elected officials from 22 local governments, the Maryland and Virginia state legislatures, 
and U.S. Congress. The region—ranked one of the top 15 fastest-growing major metro areas in 2011—has a 
population of almost five million, with an estimated 1.6 million more moving to the area by 2040. 
 
While federal government spending was once the driving force of the region’s economy, today the combination 
of decreased federal spending and ongoing budget uncertainty is pushing metropolitan Washington 
dangerously close to a fiscal cliff. As the District of Columbia is the seat of the federal government, and many 
major federal offices are located throughout the region, the threat of terrorist attack is a major driver of 
resilience planning, as is climate change. The region has several assets, including an educated workforce, 
entrepreneurial climate, international connections, vibrant and transit-oriented activity centers, and access to 
the federal government. Washington, D.C. is one of the Rockefeller Foundation’s 100 Resilient Cities.
 
TEAM SUMMARY
Each member of this cross-sector team is a leading advocate of climate resilience in metropolitan Washington. 
Working on multiple efforts at various scales, MWCOG coordinates the work of metropolitan Washington leaders 
in developing and implementing regional climate and energy goals. MWCOG serves on Washington, D.C.’s 
Advisory Committee for the 100 Resilient Cities Launch and has shaped this initiative through the development 
of the D.C. resilience policies and plans over the past several years. 
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PROMISING PRACTICES
• The District of Columbia’s Office of Energy and Environment’s Climate Ready D.C. program involved 

downscaling climate projections, conducting a vulnerability assessment, and developing a strategic plan 
for the city to address climate change impacts. The downscaling found a significant projected increase in 
days annually above 95 degrees Fahrenheit and 100 -year rainfall events. The program examined climate 
effects on infrastructure, community resources, people, and natural resources, and identified five 
geographic priority areas that contain numerous assets and have elevated flood risk. The plan contains 
guidance for increasing the resilience of the District’s infrastructure, development, and communities 
and neighborhoods, providing strategies for aligning the plan with related planning efforts across 
District agencies and establishing the necessary governance structures to ensure the plan’s successful 
implementation.

• Federal program and grant funds have been a consistent source of funding for resilience in 
metropolitan Washington for the last eight years, but uncertainty about future federal funding has led 
the region to instate some creative funding streams, including public-private partnerships, a stormwater 
credit trading program, forest mitigation banking/fee-in-lieu of service requirements, and local PACE 
and greenbank programs. There may be opportunities to piggyback onto projects with safe funding 
sources such as highway funds and Homeland Security funds, or to rely more heavily on state, local, or 
foundation funding sources. 

• The Environmental Justice (EJ) Toolkit is a resource on existing government measures, practices, and 
policies aimed at creating fair treatment and equal access in the development, application, and 
enforcement of environmental policies. The toolkit features a survey of EJ principles, approaches to 
building EJ capacity, resources, tools, and case studies to assist MWCOG staff, local jurisdictions, and 
MWCOG stakeholders to set the direction for inclusion of equity in all air quality, energy, and climate 
planning and policy decisions.

• Takoma Park is pursuing inclusive engagement for energy resilience. They have prioritized and analyzed 
actions in their Sustainability and Energy Action Plan based on social justice implications, human health 
impacts, economic development, and jobs promotion. 

 
KEY CHALLENGES

• Creating a regional vision for climate resiliency that recognizes the synergies with economic 
competitiveness and public safety.

• Continuing to spur innovative solutions,  such as creative financing for implementing infrastructure 
upgrades with fewer federal resources; there are very large funding gaps in transportation, water, 
energy, buildings, and communication infrastructure .

• Managing natural assets for multiple purposes.

• Addressing the compounding stressors on vulnerable populations.
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