
C o n n e c t  w i t h  C o m m u n i t y  Va l u e s

Starting Climate Adaptation 
Where Community Concerns Exist

G rizzly bears, moose, 
mountain goats, deer, 
elk—all call Elkford, 

British Columbia home. Wild at 
Heart is the community slogan 
and the area is known as the wil-
derness capitol of British Colum-
bia. As a Rocky Mountain town, 
the local economy is dependent 
on the surrounding natural 
resources—coal mining, logging 

and increasingly, tourism. 
How does a community that values it wilderness, 

wildlife, and depends on the natural resources adapt to 
climate change? By finding solutions that are in sync with 
community values. 

Using an Existing Process
When the District of Elkford set about revising its Offi-

cial Community Plan (these provide overarching direction 
for land use) in 2008, integrating social and economic de-
velopment elements were getting more and more attention 
in British Columbia, and the idea made sense in Elkford. It 
didn’t mean rejecting mining and logging, but it did mean 
thinking about the bigger picture of what the community 
wanted for its future.

Around the same time, the Columbia Basin Trust 
(CBT, a regional community development organiza-
tion) was initiating the Communities Adapting to Climate 
Change (CACC) initiative, which offered funding for com-
munities to participate in a one-year learning, engagement 

and planning process on what climate change might mean 

It didn’t mean rejecting mining and logging, but it did mean 
thinking about the bigger picture of what the community wanted for its future.

Lessons Learned
1.	�Use existing processes. The primary focus was on the 

community plan, with climate change adaptation and 
mitigation included as one part of the process, as well 
as incorporating smart planning. This makes adapta-
tion implementation real and accessible.

2.	�Present the issue in a non-polarizing manner. Project lead-
ers avoided discussion of the causes of climate change, 
instead focusing on creation of a solid plan for the fu-

Corien Speaker, Chief Administrative 
Officer, Elkford

ture, regardless of the causes of the changes people were 
seeing. This risk-based approach treats climate change as 
just another hazard that needs to be assessed, making it 
easier to understand and evaluate. 

3.	�Start by asking people about changes they’ve seen. Consul-
tants began by asking Elkford residents “What changes 
are you seeing?” This put the emphasis on community 
members, rather than on outside consultants. 

For more information, see Columbia Basin Trust’s Adaptation Resource Toolkit: http://adaptationresourcekit.squarespace.com/ 

Elkford

	 P.O. Box 2479	 www.ecoadapt.org
	 Petoskey, MI 49770	
	 231) 348-8200	
	 www.freshwaterfuture.org	

The Success Stories are intended to provide a forum for the free exchange of ideas among citizens and organizations working to protect aquatic habitats in the 
Great Lakes Basin. The interpretations and conclusions presented in this publication represent the opinions of the individuals interviewed. They in no way represent 
the views of Freshwater Future, funders of the project, subscribers, donors, or any organization mentioned in this publication.
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Climate Adaptation Story:



“Doing the coffee table discussions in individual 
homes was a great way of doing outreach,” Speaker says.

Having these different approaches to outreach al-
lowed community members to participate in the discus-
sion in the setting they preferred, and the consultants 
were able to get input from many people with many view-
points. Residents provided specific examples of climate-
related changes they observed over the last 30 years and 
what they were worried about for the future.

Based on this input, the project team narrowed their 
focus to three planning areas that seemed to be of great-
est concern to community members—wildfire, flooding/
stormwater management, and water supply—and for-
mally assessed how climate change might affect them 
and Elkford’s capacity for effective response. This led to 
a list of options for either reducing climate-related risks 
to the community or increasing the District’s capacity for 
successful response. A final Climate Change Adaptation 
Strategy report was released in 2010 and the District in-

corporated the final recommendations directly into the 
Official Community Plan.

Speaker said, “…we wanted to make sure that how 
we did this could be incorporated into what we do on a 
regular, daily basis.”

for them and what they could do about it. Elkford’s Chief 
Administrative Officer, Corien Speaker, was interested.

“Because we had the view that land use planning 
management was really about making sure that you 
planned for the development of the community for the 
best long-term viability of the community….including 
the climate change element into that planning process, in 
my mind, made a lot of sense,” shares Speaker. The Dis-
trict applied to the program and became one of Columbia 
Basin Trust’s two pilot communities.

Engaging the Community
The first step was to organize a project team managed 

by consultants to identify impacts and possible adapta-
tion strategies. The team was diverse and supported by 
scientists, planners, community-based experts, and gov-
ernment representatives coordinated by Columbia Basin 
Trust and the Pacific Climate Impacts Consortium, a re-
gional university-based climate service center. 

The project team presented information to the Coun-
cil and District staff on possible climate change impacts 
and adaptation strategies for the community. Together 
the group identified six areas on which to focus: wildfire, 
flooding/landslides, snow, water availability, ecosystem 
change, and disease/pests. 

Priorities in hand, the project team tried several ap-
proaches to engage the community. They held a formal 
community meeting with 15 stations focused on a variety 
of topics, letting attendees gravitate towards topics in which 
they were most interested. These included flooding, wild-
fire, water supply, and even a station where people could 
talk about whether climate change is even real. Members 
of a Community Advisory Committee hosted less formal 
“coffee table” sessions where friends and neighbors could 
meet with consultants, discuss adaptation and the commu-
nity plan, and share their ideas and opinions. The consul-
tants put up booths in public places such as the mall and 
post office to engage an even broader audience.

Elkford’s Vision — The future vision of Elkford is one of a safe, healthy, vibrant, progressive and sustainable community
in a wilderness environment. The community will have a stable and diversified economy supported by citizens with a strong sense of community pride.

n  System: Watershed  n  Challenge: Increased fire danger and flood risk; concern about water supply  n
n  Creative Solution: Ask community members—at the mall, coffee shops, post office—about their concerns and ideas for solutions  n

n  Outcome: A meaningful plan with practical action steps to help community address key concerns and adapt to climate change  n

Climate Change	 High urgency: 	 Moderate urgency	 Low urgency 
Adaptation Goal	 Initiate in 0-2 years	 Initiate in 3-10 years	 Initiate in 10+ years

1. Be a Resilient FireSmart	 • Update building and zoning	 • FireSmart rebate program	 • Improve local
    Community	   bylaws	 • Strengthen partnerships	   firefighting capacity	
	 • Elkford Community evacuation	   outside the District	 • Elkford community	
	   plan	 	   forest	
	 • Road, trail and park development	
	   to maximize fire breaks

2. Prepare for and mitigate	 • Update Development Cost	 • Determine watershed-level	 • Redesignate the	
    flood risk	   Charges for trail, park	   water storage capacity	   floodplain	
	   development along river	 • Identify appropriate 	 • Update Development	
	 • New developments to have	   ‘flood zones’ along Elk River	   Permit Areas	
	   flood-protection design

3. Understand and	 • Integrate Low Impact	 • Reduce demand, increase	 • Map the District’s aquifer	
    effectively manage	   Development (LID) objectives	   efficiency of domestic water use 	   and groundwater networks
    water supply	   into bylaws and policies	 • Develop water-use education	
	 • Integrate LID objectives into OCP	   programs

4. Consider climate change	 • Climate change adaptation
    adaptation in future	   objectives and strategies are	
    planning decisions	   integrated into Elkford’s Official	
	   Community Plan

Examples from Elkford’s Climate Change Adaptation Prioritization Table

E l k f o r d R e s i d e n ts’ 
C l i m at e O b s e rvat i o n s
n �Established snowfall arrival seems delayed
n �Longer gardening season—can grow vegetation 

couldn’t grow before
n �Magpies were not in the valley before the last 

10 years
n �Water level at the horse pasture south of town 

has dramatically decreased in 29 years
n �Warmer summers and winters

Adaptation strategy


