
 

US cities prep for warm climate without
saying so

September 8 2014, by John Flesher

Climate change remains a political minefield across the U.S., despite the
strong scientific consensus that it's happening, so some local leaders have
hit upon a way of preparing for the potentially severe consequences
without triggering explosions of partisan warfare: Just call it something
else.

In many communities across America, especially strongholds of
conservative politics, they're planning for the volatile weather linked to
rising temperatures by speaking of "sustainability" or "resilience," while
avoiding no-win arguments with skeptics over whether the planet is
warming or that human activity is responsible.

Big cities and small towns are shoring up dams and dikes, using roof
gardens to absorb rainwater or upgrading sewage treatment plans to
prevent overflows. Others are planting urban forests, providing more
shady relief from extreme heat and helping farmers deal with an
onslaught of new crop pests.

The pattern illustrates a growing disconnect between the debate still
raging in politics and the reality on the ground. In many city planning
departments, it has become the issue that cannot be named.

"The messaging needs to be more on being prepared and knowing we're
tending to have more extreme events," said Graham Brannin, planning
director in Tulsa, Oklahoma, where Sen. James Inhofe—a global
warming denier and author of a book labeling it "The Greatest
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Hoax"—once served as mayor. "The reasoning behind it doesn't matter;
let's just get ready."

To be sure, flood control projects and other so-called resiliency
measures were taking place long before anyone spoke of planetary
warming. But the climate threat has added urgency and spurred creative
new proposals, including ones to help people escape searing
temperatures or to protect coastlines from surging tides, like artificial
reefs. It's also generated new sources of government funding.

In Tulsa, the city has been buying out homeowners and limiting
development near the Arkansas River to help prevent flooding from
severe storms. Although two lakes provide ample drinking water,
Brannin is beginning to push for conservation with future droughts in
mind. A nonprofit, Tulsa Partners Inc., is advocating "green
infrastructure" such as permeable pavement to soak up storm runoff.

They emphasize disaster preparedness, saying little or nothing about 
climate change.

Leaders in Grand Haven, a town of 10,600 in predominantly Republican
western Michigan, will meet this autumn with design consultants to
explore such possibilities as "cooling stations" for low-income people
during future heat waves, or development restrictions to prevent storm
erosion of the Lake Michigan waterfront.

City Manager Pat McGinnis isn't calling it a climate change initiative.

"I wouldn't use those words,'" McGinnis said he told the consultants.
"Those are a potential flash point."

Grand Haven's mayor, Geri McCaleb, is among the skeptics who
consider warming merely part of nature's historical cycle. Yet she's on
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board with ideas for dealing with storms.

"History will bear out who has the right answers" about climate change,
McCaleb said.

Joe Vandermeulin, whose organization runs the Grand Haven program
and others, is accustomed to walking the language tightrope.

"The term 'global warming' seems to be thoroughly misunderstood, so
we don't use it much," Vandermeulin said, even though a primary goal is
helping communities prepare for ... global warming.

During a climate conference this summer that drew about 175
community leaders, government officials and scientists, mostly from the
Great Lakes area, organizers even distributed a pamphlet with tips for
discussing the subject—or sidestepping it. For example, avoid
hyperbolic "climageddon" warnings about impending catastrophe, it
advises.

"It's really unfortunate that the political climate has poisoned the way we
have to talk about these things," said Don Scavia, a University of
Michigan environmental scientist and an organizer of the Ann Arbor
session.

The subject is especially touchy in coastal areas, where developers worry
that projections of rising sea levels will boost insurance costs and scare
off real estate buyers. In rural Hyde County, North Carolina, planning
director Kris Noble just talks about flooding, which people understand.

"We can argue about climate change all day long, is it happening or is it
not, but either way, we've always flooded and we're always going to
flood," she said.
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