
DEVELOPING CAPACITY FOR CITIES TO ADAPT TO A CHANGING CLIMATE
The City of Boulder, Colorado has a long history of investing in  progressive climate-related initiatives. Examples include signing the Kyoto Protocol (2002), passing a voter approved Climate Action Plan Tax (2006), helping develop an award winning “EnergySmart” 
program (2011) or updating the city’s Climate Commitment document (2015). 

Colorado climate scientists now roundly agree that climate projections will likely be in the range of 2-6º Fahrenheit by 2050. In thinking about the city’s climate resilience, senior leaders have grappled with how they can advance the dialogue across, not just the 
community, but within the organization.  City Manager Jane Brautigam has said that when it comes to climate change, “the front line of action is local government.”  However, in able to be good stewards, staff need to understand climate science and, more specifically, 
what they need to do to both plan for and respond to climate change.  

The 2016 Climate Leaders program, in partnership with Thriving Earth Exchange and RAND corporation, outlined a series of workshops and meetings with approximately 20 city departments, ranging from Fleet Maintenance to Human Resources, that aimed to set a 
common understanding of climate science and basic terminology (Climate 201), impacts of climate extremes (Climate 202) before branching into a climate mitigation track and a climate adaptation track. The end goal was to build staff capacity to prepare for a warmer 
climate by developing specific goals as well as identifying gaps and opportunities to address climate change.

MITIGATION

Coordinated adaptation practices is somewhat new territory for the city and so the Climate Leaders Program introduced 
the idea of Scenario Planning- an adaptation tool to help refine activities that may prepare you for more than one 
scenario, or outcome.

• Adaptation Concepts
• Scenario Planning Intro
• Identification of Drivers
• Boulder Specific Scenarios
• Presentation by Adaptation Experts

Presenters Included: TEX AGU staff (Raj Pandya), Codirector, of the RAND Water and Climate resilience Center, David 
Groves; Adaptation International Founder, Sascha Petersen; Western Water Assessment, Jeff Lukas; Climate Change Risk 
Management Specialist of the Colorado Water Conservation Board, Taryn Finnessey; Climate Scientist and Adaptation 
Program Manager of Denver Water, Laurna Kaatz; City of Pittsburgh Chief Resilience Officer, Grant Ervin
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Climate 101 established foundational 
knowledge around the science of climate 
change by exploring:

• Climate terminology
• Climate science
• Climate modeling
• Climate projections 
• Climate resilience

Presenters Included: TEX AGU staff (Raj 
Pandya), Senior Scientist in the Climate 
Analysis Section at the National Center for 
Atmospheric Research, Kevin Trenberth;  
Climate Access Executive Director, Cara 
Pike; 100 Resilient Cities President, Michael 
Berkowitz; City of Boulder staff.

Climate 201 dove deeper into climate science by not 
just examining average expected changes (e.g. 2-6ºF 
by 2050), but exploring climate extremes as they fall 
outside the average:

• Review of Climate 101
• Climate extremes
• Extremes Projections
• Planning for Extremes (Flood, Heat, etc.)
• Communicating to the Public

Presenters Included: TEX AGU staff (Raj Pandya); 
Texas Tech University Atmospheric Scientist 
Katherine Hayhoe; Western Water Assessment, Jeff 
Lukas; Former Colorado Governor and Center for 
the New Energy Economy Director, Bill Ritter; City of 
Boulder staff.

When referring to climate science, scenarios are often reference a specific projected trajectory (or set of trajectories) 
for temperature and precipitation in the future. The term “Scenario Planning” is less climate specific and more 
encompassing of all the various local and global trends, including climate change, that may affect the future. 

The “cone of uncertainty” (shown right) is used to present the range of future scenarios. In this context, each scenario 
is an evidence-based story that can be used to evaluate and consider many possible futures with multiple drivers that 
might impact how those futures could diverge over time. 

Using no-low regrets strategies allow cities to set short-term goals that are manageable and also seek to meet 
long-term goals without fully committing resources to one assumed trajectory. Established “signposts” are used to 
re-evaluate what trajectory a city is on and to set new no-low regrets strategies to be accomplished before the next 
signpost is reached. In this way, cities can incrementally meet long-term goals and adjust to change in spite of future 
uncertainty.

WHAT IS SCENARIO PLANNING?

The mitigation track explored how the city could attain it’s 
new emission goals (80% or more reduction from 2005 levels 
by 2030). Analysis Included:

• Carbon Emissions
• Mitigation Planning
• City Mitigation Goals
• Strategies and Projects
• Green Technologies

Participants ranged from departments like transportation 
and facility maintenance to workgroups such as IT and 
communications. 

“ The front line of [climate] 
   action is in local governments” 

- Jane Brautigam
    City of Boulder, City Manager

For more information on Boulder’s Climate Commitment, visit:

www.BoulderClimate.com


