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This is not just about coping with climate change, but prospering through it.
Canada’s National Round Table on the Environment and the Economy, 2012

Community Lifestyle

Climate Adaptation 

Photo entitled “Angry Sky” captured by Chris Walton

 A large thunderstorm hits Thunder Bay on June 26, 2013.
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GOAL:

Build community resilience to reduce the risks inherent in climate change, and take 
advantage of opportunities for sustainable initiatives associated with current and future 
impacts of climate change. 

WHY IT MATTERS:

The Earth’s climate is changing. Extreme weather is becoming more frequent. Prolonged heat waves, 
torrential rainstorms, windstorms, and drought have increased throughout Ontario1. Thunder Bay has already 
experienced the impacts of a changing climate. The May 2012 weather event that resulted in flooding 
throughout a large part of the City demonstrated that these impacts can incur high costs for the community 
as a whole and threaten our health, safety, environment and economy. 

Climate change is expected to impact Thunder Bay in many ways. Climate projections for the Thunder Bay 
region include an increase in extreme weather, temperature fluctuations, frequent high-intensity rainfall 
events, and drought conditions in the summer. Between 1948 and 2008, the average annual temperature in 
Northwestern Ontario increased by 1.4°C2. Scientists project that by 2050 the annual average temperature 
could increase by 2.7°C, and 4.6°C by 20803. Climate model projections also predict an increase in 
precipitation of up to 22% in the springtime, summer precipitation decreases of about 1%, and a general 
increase in extreme weather events4.  

Although these may just look like numbers on paper, they translate into serious impacts that affect everyday 
lives. Floods, wildfires, invasive species, dry wells, freezing rain, heat waves, swimmer’s itch, algae blooms, ticks, 
thin ice, wind bursts, increases in violence and substance abuse are all examples of the type of impacts that 
will increase in Thunder Bay as a result of changes to the climate5.  Understanding these impacts and local 
vulnerability to climate change will determine how to address expected changes and reduce the risks they 
pose to infrastructure, food supply, industry, outdoor recreation opportunities, and quality of life. 

In the face of climate change, it is evident that the community must be proactive and take action to build 
adaptive capacity and resilience. While mitigation is necessary to reduce the rate and magnitude of climate 
change, adaptation is essential to reduce the damages that cannot be avoided6. 

1 2011 Climate Ready Ontario Adaptation Strategy Action Plan. 

2 2011 Climate Ready Ontario Adaptation Strategy Action Plan. 

3 Canadian Climate Change Scenarios Network Localizer Reports for Thunder Bay, Ontario. Report generated by ICLEI Canada. January 24th 2013. 

4 Canadian Climate Change Scenarios Network Localizer Reports for Thunder Bay, Ontario. Report generated by ICLEI Canada. January 24th 2013. 

5 Adapting to Changing Weather Patterns, City of Thunder Bay Corporate Workshop Report, 2013.

6 Finding the Nexus, ICLEI. https://www.nrcan.gc.ca/environment/impacts-adaptation/adaptation-101/10025
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DEFINITIONS: 

Adaptive capacity:  The ability of built, natural, 
and social systems to adjust to climate change 
(including climate variability and extremes), 
to moderate potential damages, to take 
advantage of opportunities, or to cope with the 
consequences.1

Resilience:  The capacity of a system, community, 
or society exposed to hazards, to adapt by 
resisting or changing in order to reach and 
maintain an acceptable level of functioning and 
structure.2

1 ICLEI Canada

2 ICLEI Canada

FACTS: 

• The extreme cold weather experienced in 2013 and 2014 in Thunder Bay 
has been attributed to the collapse of the Polar Vortex due to warmer 
temperatures in the arctic causing wide-scale shifts in the global air 
circulation. 

• 70% of Thunder Bay citizens feel they have experienced climate change.1

• By 2050, Thunder Bay’s summers could feel more like those of Benton 
Harbor, Michigan, and Thunder Bay’s winters could feel more like those of 
Green Bay, Wisconsin.2 

1 Mark Groulx, University of Waterloo

2 GLAA-C

Major climatic changes for Thunder Bay could include:

• Shorter winter, longer summer
• Warmer annual average temperatures
• More frequent extreme heat events (heat waves)
• More extreme cold days
• Less ice cover and shorter duration of lake ice cover
• Increase in rain precipitation in the spring, fall, and winter
• Decrease in summer precipitation
• Lower water levels
• Increase in wind

Reactive adaptation: Occurs in response to the 
consequence of a particular event such as flooding 
and can put enormous strain on a community’s 
resources and capacity. 

Anticipatory adaptation: Takes place before 
impacts are observed, incurs lower long-
term costs, and is more effective than 
reactive adaptation.
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B. Identify and implement adaptive actions for the 
Corporation and the Community through the 
development of a Climate Adaptation Strategy by 2015.

ACTIONS FOR CORPORATION 

a. Conduct a scoping study to identify existing adaptive capacity 
and vulnerabilities to the impacts of climate changes within the 
Corporation and community  

b. Develop a Climate Adaptation Strategy to support 
existing adaptive actions that build resilience and address 
vulnerabilities

c. Develop a funding model to provide the resources necessary 
to address the adaptive needs of the Corporation and the 
Community

d. Dedicate time and resources to apply for funding and develop 
partnerships to carry out climate adaptation activities 

e. Support innovative projects that build resilience to meet the 
adaptation needs of the community such as Low Impact 
Development to mitigate flooding

ACTIONS FOR COMMUNITY

a. Partner with the City in the development of a Climate 
Adaptation Strategy through participation and implementation 
buy-in 

b. Collaborate with the City to secure funding and carry our 
activities that build adaptive capacity

 

OBJECTIVES and RECOMMENDED ACTIONS
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A. Collect, analyze, monitor and update climate 
information and projections for the region and identify 
areas where adaptation is needed on an ongoing basis.

ACTIONS FOR CORPORATION 

a. Conduct a scoping study to identify and catalogue available 
climate information and gaps

b. Administer a climate monitoring program

c. Foster existing partnerships with local, regional, national and 
international groups and look for additional opportunities to 
join professional networks

d. Share the progress of climate adaptation initiatives in Thunder 
Bay with stakeholders, the public, and other communities 

ACTIONS FOR COMMUNITY

a. Develop a community-wide monitoring program to collect 
climate information 

b. Conduct research on climate change impacts and projections 
for the region to gain knowledge and fill gaps in information

c. Develop and promote Thunder Bay as a hub for innovative 
climate adaptation activities 

Our world is different. The climate has been permanently altered and is on an 
escalating vector of change, not because of what we are going to put into the 
atmosphere in the future but as a consequence of what we have already done.

—Environmental Commissioner of Ontario, 2009/2010 Annual Report.
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C. Increase awareness, engagement 
and confidence of Municipal 
Leadership, City staff, stakeholders, 
and community members in climate 
adaptation measures by 2020.

ACTIONS FOR CORPORATION 

a. City leadership and staff understand and 
actively participate in the development 
and implementation of a Climate 
Adaptation Strategy 

b. Develop training courses on climate 
adaptation through human resources for 
all City staff

c. Offer workshops and opportunities 
for professional development to City 
leadership and staff on climate-change 
adaptation

ACTIONS FOR COMMUNITY

a. Community stakeholders, partners, 
and citizens actively participate in the 
development and implementation of a 
Climate Adaptation Strategy

b. Offer regular events to the community 
with a focus on climate change and 
adaptation 

c. Offer educational courses or programs 
for all ages on climate change and 
adaptation 

d. Engage stakeholders and citizens in 
ground work when implementing climate 
adaptation projects

e. Establish a resource centre to make 
climate adaptation information and tools 
available to the public

WHAT YOU CAN DO:

• Attend Council meetings or 
talk to your Councillor about 
climate change and the 
need for adaptation. 

• Plant trees around your 
home! These provide shade 
in the summer, help insulate 
your home during the winter, 
and take up water during 
heavy rainfalls.

• Prepare an emergency kit 
with enough supplies to 
support yourself and your 
family for 72 hours (Get tips 
from the City’s Emergency 
Planning webpage: www.
thunderbay.ca/Living/
Public_Safety/Emergency_
Planning.htm)

• Install a sump pump and/or 
dry well to keep water out of 
your basement. 

• Install a backflow preventer 
on your sanitary sewer pipe 
to reduce the risk of sewage 
backup.
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HIGHLIGHTS:

The City of Thunder Bay is proactively developing a Climate 
Adaptation Strategy to be completed in 2015.

The City of Thunder Bay is a member municipality to ICLEI 
(Local Governments for Sustainability) BARC program (Building 
Adaptive & Resilient Communities) that follows a five-milestone 
methodology to adaptation planning for municipal governments 
through a series of progressive steps.

The City is hosting the 2014 Great Lakes & St. Lawrence Cities 
Initiative in June 2014 that features climate change adaptation 
as a main theme.

The City is a member City of the Great Lakes & St. Lawrence Cities 
Initiative Municipal Adaptation and Resiliency Service (MARS).  

The City is a participant in the University of Michigan’s Graham 
Sustainability Institute Great Lakes Adaptation Assessment for 
Cities program. 

The EarthCare Climate Adaptation Team facilitated workshops 
delivered to City Managers, City Staff and community 
stakeholders to identify to main climate impact priorities 
to address through adaptation in 2013/14 as part of the 
development of the Climate Adaptation Strategy.   

EarthCare Thunder Bay has partnered with Environment 
North and other community organizations to host a series of 
Environmental Knowledge Learning and Sharing Seminars with a 
focus on Climate Adaption. 
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Photo: EarthCare Thunder Bay delivers a full-day workshop to City 
Managers and City Staff to identify main climate impact priorities.  


