
The Language of Climate Change: 
Shaping Public Preparedness
Case Study: Cambridge, MA



Overview

• Climate Change Planning in the 

City of Cambridge

• Challenges of Communicating 

Climate Change Messages

• Solutions and Examples

• Moving Forward

• Q&A



Why is this important?

ALL FROM 2018



Why is communication critical?
• Build understanding around why climate change action is relevant to them
• Empower people to take action in meaningful ways



Case Study: Cambridge MA

Summary graphic: Climate Change Vulnerability Assessment (CCVA), 2015



2002

December 2002:

City Council adopts 

Cambridge Climate Protection 
Plan

July 2010:

Intense rainfall causes severe 

flooding in Cambridge

2010

March 2018:

New England experiences 3 back-

to-back Nor’ Easters in 11 days. 

2018

20192017

July 2019:

Expected 

completion of CCPR

November 2017:

CCPR Alewife Plan 

Completed

2015

November 2015:

Cambridge presents

results of the CCVA

Cambridge’s Commitment to Addressing 
Climate Change
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Source: Army Corps of Engineers

Charles River Dam (Source: New England District, US Army Corps of Engineers, 2015) 

Amelia Earhart Dam (Source: MaUSHarbors.com) Bishop Allen Drive (Source: Kleinfelder) 

Chicago Heat wave

Cambridge Climate Change Vulnerability 
Assessment [CCVA] - Climate Scenarios 

Temperature Precipitation Sea Level Rise (SLR)

Extreme Heat



Cambridge Climate Change Preparedness & 
Resilience Plan Vision

Protect the lives and livelihoods of 
members of the Cambridge community that 
are at risk from climate change impacts and, 
in the process, enhance the well-being of the 
Cambridge community. 8

A Prepared Community B   Adapted Buildings
C   Resilient Infrastructure D   Resilient ecosystems



Informed Messaging
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Alewife Pilot
Fall 2017

The Port Pilot Fall 
2018

Citywide Climate Change 
Preparedness & 
Resilience Plan 

Completed by 2019



Alewife The Port

Opportunity for 
redevelopment

Larger parcels

Built out and 
densely populated

Mostly renters

Environmental 
justice community

Lots of open space, 
both green and grey

Differences in Messaging Needs Explored Through 
Pilot Neighborhoods
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Source: Kleinfelder

2030 10-Year Precipitation Flood

Message: Flooding from Precipitation & Heat
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Creating Multi-
lingual tools &

Communication
Already being 
implemented

70% of 
Housing is 

Renter occupied.
Something to 

consider for building 
adaptation

Community 
Interest

in 
Climate Change

Research 





Your Opinions: What the video gets right?



Challenges



Typical Public Meeting Piggyback on Community Events

Public Meeting Fatigue 



Bar Charts Easy to Grasp Graphics

Technical Language



What prevents you from 
making these changes?

# 1 Answer: I’m a renter
#2 Answer: Cost

Competing Priorities



Know your Audience



CRITICAL SERVICES AT RISK FOR 2030 100-
YEAR PRECIPITATION FLOODING/HEAT

CRITICAL SERVICES AT RISK FOR 2030 100-
YEAR PRECIPITATION FLOODING/HEAT

Central Square Farmers Market (Mass Farmers Market)
Discovery Learning Associates
(4) Izzy's Restaurant & Sub Shop
Camie’s Bakery and Restaurant
Central Square Theater / Underground Railway Theater
(6) The Gospel Room

Cambridge Community Foundation
(10) Cambridge Community Outreach
Cambridge Community Art Center
Margaret Fuller Neighborhood House
(13) Tutoring Plus

(24) Pentecostal Tabernacle North Campus
(25) St. Bartholomew’s – Episcopalian-- Union Baptist 
Church Christian Mission Holiness Church

(29) Moses Youth Center
Fletcher Maynard Academy
Prospect Hill Academy
The Algebra Project, Inc

(15) (16) Washington Street Apartments
Newtowne Court Apartments

Assuming the City or Other Organization 
Will Take Care of Me



2070 is so far 
from now!

I’m from 
Florida, this 

isn’t hot.

Misconception Around Messaging of 
Climate Change



Solutions and Moving Forward



Consistency of Message Across Mediums



1.  Use flood resilient materials

2. Build exterior flood walls

3. Install backwater valves

4. Elevate/relocate utilities

Providing Clear Guidance Materials



Google: Cambridge  Flood Viewer
Website: http://www.cambridgema.gov/Services/FloodMap

Step 1

Step 2

Step 3

Step 4

Providing Easy-to-Use Tools



Learn and Adapt





Preparing Your Community

Questions?
Chris Balerna, Sr. Project Manager, cbalerna@kleinfelder.com
Robin Seidel, Climate Change Professional, rseidel@kleinfelder.com

https://www.cambridgema.gov/CDD/climateandenergy/climatechangeplanning

mailto:cbalerna@kleinfelder.com
mailto:rseidel@Kleinfelder.com
https://www.cambridgema.gov/CDD/climateandenergy/climatechangeplanning


https://www.cambridgema.gov/Services/FloodMap

https://go.wondavr.com/SHPM2kCupP

https://www.cambridgema.gov/Services/FloodMap
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__na01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com_-3Furl-3Dhttps-253A-252F-252Fgo.wondavr.com-252FSHPM2kCupP-26data-3D02-257C01-257Ckwatkins-2540cambridgema.gov-257Cc66157899573458d730b08d612ab4d0c-257Cc06a8be784794d73b35193bc9ba8295c-257C0-257C0-257C636716924284170951-26sdata-3DthNcV6ilwPmWjBONAvH69Imp4yvmqA4jTDc3p-252BxC6yI-253D-26reserved-3D0&d=DwMFAg&c=Wcuf9k1_EBHeUkWddeRrap9w7owjHzm9fTmkRSxmUBs&r=kb1B7yWVLLsWSofLVgP8_yWhDgb8pvvg2QdAh1vIAUk&m=bUojxV32453VPxxQ3sV6UNNGMKS2Ibl9Iq0TvJ-Dzxg&s=oxnTJ4CN0k3StStaRlPIYZi7WYWL64Br977GrQ5TijU&e=

