
New England Climate Adaptation Project
Building the Capacity of Coastal Communities to Prepare for Climate Change Risks

This project is a collaborative effort involving a number of MIT DUSP graduate students, MIT 
undergraduates, and project partners. The NERRS Science Collaborative provides project funding. 
Larry Susskind, Ford Professor of Urban and Environmental Planning at MIT, and Pat Field, 
Managing Director of CBI, are the Principal Investigators on the project.

A Need for Action
Climate change presents a variety of risks 
for coastal communities, including possible 
impacts associated with sea level rise, more 
severe storms, and hotter temperatures. 
There are many things that at-risk coastal 
communities can do today to decrease their vulnerability to the impacts 
of climate change. However, planning and preparing for climate 
change will require that towns and cities make collective risk-
management decisions, a challenging task given uncertainty about 
the timing and magnitude of impacts; disagreement among stake-
holders about whether and how to adapt to climate change; and limited 
financial and technical resources. 

In an effort to develop tools and 
approaches to help coastal communities 
move forward with adaptation, the New 
England Climate Adaptation Project 
(NECAP) is working with four coastal 
New England communities to:

1. Assess local climate change risks
2. Identify key challenges and 

opportunities for adaptation
3. Test the use of role-play simulations 

as a means to educate the public 
about climate change threats and 
help communities explore ways of 
enhancing their climate resilience 

Research Methodology

Research Findings
Climate Change Risk Assessments
For each town, climate scientists at the University 
of New Hampshire developed projections of tem-
perature, precipitation, and sea level rise for a “best 
case” and “worse case” climate change scenario.  
Local risks around flooding, drought, heatwaves, 
loss of economic activity, and ecosystem changes 
were evaluated, as well as options for addressing 
those risks through municipal planning strategies.   

Public Perspectives
Key stakeholders in all of our partner communities said that lack of 
public concern about climate change is a main barrier to adaptation. 
However, results from our public polls indicate 
relatively high levels of public concern about 
local climate change impacts. Additionally, 
many people think their town should do 
something to prepare, although they often 
lack confidence in the ability of their local 
government to take effective action.

Role-Play Simulation Workshops
Over 500 people participated in almost 30 NECAP workshops between 
June to December 2014. In small groups of seven, participants 
played the roles of planners, engineers, business representatives, 
environmentalists, and more as they attempted to reach consensus 
on adaptation planning recommendations for a fictional town much 
like their own. Participation in the workshops increased participant 
concern about local impacts, sense of need for local adaptation 
action, and confidence in their local government’s ability to 
manage climate change risks. 

Next Steps
• Conduct second public poll to see if general town attitudes have 

shifted after the NECAP intervention in each partner town
• Hold final stakeholder workshops in each partner town to assess 

interest in local climate adaptation planning 
• Write summary case studies for the results in each partner town
• Disseminate findings in the form of journal articles, popular media 

articles, and a scholarly book
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These four role-play simulations are now available  
for download at www.pon.harvard.edu/store/
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