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VULNERABLE POPULATIONS IN CLIMATE CRISES: 
PREPAREDNESS AND PROTECTION THROUGH 
LOCAL POLICIES

Melissa Watkinson
ABSTRACT: Poor and marginalized communities are among the populations most vulnerable to 
the effects of climate change. Washington’s Department of Ecology produced a Climate Response 
Strategy to report how local governments and communities can prepare for and adapt to the effects 
of a changing climate. The Multiple-Streams Framework analyzes how Skagit County, a county 
in Washington State that is susceptible to impacts of climate change, has responded to the report, 
describing actions it has taken to ensure that vulnerable populations in their community are pro-
tected in climate-related crises. The county has partnered with agencies to disseminate information 
and prepare its community for severe fl ooding, but has not taken actions to address further climate 
change impacts or to specifi cally address the needs of vulnerable people. Because vulnerable popu-
lations have limited access to resources that would support them in recovery efforts, Skagit County 
should expand their preparedness and recovery resources to fulfi ll the strategies outlined in the 
Climate Response Strategy.

Problem

Washington’s poor and marginalized 
families who live along coastal ar-

eas are more prone to experience displace-
ment and other hardships because of their 
inability to recover from the loss of their 
homes and belongings when effects of cli-
mate change occur. Skagit County is one 
of the most susceptible areas to climate 
change effects in Washington State due to 
its low elevation relative to sea level (Skagit              
Climate Science Consortium, 2012). This 
paper will seek to determine if the county 
has taken actions to prepare its vulnerable 
populations to cope and recover from the 
social, economic, and personal health ef-
fects of climate change. 

Background

Climate change can have broad im-
pacts on people, including severe droughts 

that can lead to scarce food supplies, fl oods 
that permanently damage homes and com-
munities, and other storm systems that can 
destroy towns entirely. Communities who 
become most vulnerable to climate con-
cerns are poor and marginalized popula-
tions, which include children, elderly, racial 
minorities, and recent immigrants (Walker, 
2012). These populations frequently have 
less access to “rights, resources, and ma-
terial assets” that keep people secure from 
hazardous impacts (Walker, 2012, p. 135). 
Examples of vulnerable populations affect-
ed by climate change include poor African-
American communities in New Orleans 
after Hurricane Katrina, and the marginal-
ized communities in the Philippines after 
typhoon Haiyan (Walch, 2013).

Washington State is no exception to 
the possibility of experiencing climate 
change, and the most vulnerable peo-
ple affected are children, elderly, people 
who are ill, and low-income families                                                          
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(Adelsman & Ekrem, 2012) who live along 
Washington’s coastal shores. People who 
live along coastal shores are more vulner-
able to the effects of climate change than 
those who live inland, particularly due 
to the potential erosion of land and rising 
sea levels in coastal areas. For example, 
“coastal communities and ecosystems 
could face increased risks from sea level 
rise and storm surge. Increasing ocean 
acidity poses risks to [Washington’s] shell-
fi sh industry and could alter the marine 
food web” (Adelsman & Ekrem, 2012,                                                                                      
p. 4). Land erosion and sea level rise can 
cause social implications for vulnerable 
populations because of their increased in-
ability to recover their losses from the ef-
fects of climate change, which can further 
marginalize vulnerable populations. Addi-
tionally, these communities can face long-
term economic impacts due to the change in 
local industry resources.

To address the concerns of a chang-
ing climate and the potential impacts it has 
on Washington communities, Governor               
Christine Gregoire signed Washington                                                                      
Legislature Bill E2SSB 5560 in 2009 
(Washington State Department of Natu-
ral Resources, 2013). This bill directed the 
Department of Ecology (DOE) to develop 
a plan that would enable state and local 
governments, and the communities within, 
to “prepare for and adapt to the impacts of 
changing climate conditions” (Partridge, 
2012, para. 2). As a result, the report “Pre-
paring for a Changing Climate: Washington 
State’s Integrated Climate Response Strat-
egy” (referred throughout this paper as the 
Climate Response Strategy) was produced 
(Adelsman & Ekrem, 2012). The report 
documents the potential risks, needed prep-
aration, and suggested response actions for                                                                         

Washington State and its residents to over-
come the effects of climate change. 

Skagit County residents face more se-
vere and frequent risks of climate change 
effects than other Washington residents. 
The Skagit Climate Science Consortium 
reported that “the implications of rising 
sea levels in the Skagit region are critical 
because the Skagit delta is in a low-lying 
area near sea level . . . [This gives] impli-
cations for . . . infrastructure and homes” 
(Skagit Climate Science Consortium, 2012,                                                                                     
para. 1). The county is densely populated 
around the Puget Sound and the Skagit 
River, and encompasses a large agricultural 
area. The vulnerable populations in the low-
lying area would be particularly affected by 
social and economic factors.  This paper fo-
cuses on Skagit County because of the se-
verity of its risks to climate change, and as-
sumes that high-risk areas respond quicker 
to the needs of their communities.

Methodology

Research for this paper initially sought 
to fi nd policies from Skagit County that ad-
dressed the concern for vulnerable people 
and the effects of climate change. Surpris-
ingly nothing was found, and research was 
redirected to focus on fi nding specifi c ac-
tions taken by the county to prepare and 
protect vulnerable people from the effects 
of climate change.

Actions taken by the county that were 
emphasized in this research were those in 
accordance to DOE’s Climate Response 
Strategy which “identifi es seven high-pri-
ority, overarching response strategies that 
can help Washington State adapt to cli-
mate change” (Adelsman & Ekrem, 2012,                    
p. 5). Strategy A-1 addresses the impacts on       
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human health with four specifi c actions and 
is concerned with the protection of “com-
munities that are most vulnerable to impacts 
of climate change” (Adelsman & Ekrem, 
2012, p.5). This paper seeks to fi nd how 
Skagit County has addressed these actions 
and how it responds to the specifi c needs of 
vulnerable populations that meet the fourth 
suggested action:

Work with state and local agencies and or-
ganizations to:
• Enhance efforts to develop transportation 
options and evacuation routes to ensure 
safety of vulnerable people. 
• Develop and publicize shelters and re-
sponses to heat and fl ooding extremes. 
• Increase access to health care for at-risk 
populations. 
• Prepare for aftermath of extreme events. 
• Enhance preparedness for disease preven-
tion of vector-borne and water-borne dis-
eases following fl oods and storms (Adels-
man & Ekrem, 2012, p. 55).

If local governments followed these 
suggested actions the social, economic, and 
physical wellbeing of vulnerable people 
would be ensured against the short-term im-
pacts of climate change. The DOE’s climate 
response strategy states that “vulnerable 
populations will bear the burden” of climate 
change impacts in the county (Adelsman 
& Ekrem, 2012, p. 53). The fi ndings in the 
results section of this paper identifi ed ac-
tions taken by the county that align with the 
fourth suggested action that would prepare 
vulnerable populations for climate change 
effects, in addition to measures needed to 
cope and recover.

The Multiple-Streams Framework,      
developed by John Kingdon and writ-
ten by Nikolaos Zahariadis, was used to 
demonstrate how policy decisions and ac-
tions are made in regard to climate change                            
(Sabatier, 2007). This framework is a model 

for organizational behavior that is composed 
of three streams of actors and processes—
problem, politics, and policies—and is used 
to explain how governmental entities decide 
on, create, and ensure policies. This will be 
useful in the process of determining how 
factors of climate change are addressed in 
the decision-making processes and to illus-
trate the dilemma in climate change related 
policies and actions.

Results 

In compliance with the Climate                      
Response Strategy, Skagit County has ful-
fi lled specifi c preparations and responses 
for climate crises. These include fulfi lling 
the strategies for transportation and evacua-
tion routes, developing shelters, and prepar-
ing residents for disease prevention. None 
of the actions, however, specifi cally address 
increased access to health care or extreme 
climate event preparedness, nor do they 
consider the particular concerns and safety 
of vulnerable populations. 

The County frequently experiences high 
and low levels of fl ooding, and with the ef-
fects of climate change enhancing fl ood 
levels, the county has provided informa-
tion to its citizens on how to prepare be-
fore, during, and after a fl ood. The “Flood 
Awareness” brochure states that, “the 
Skagit County Department of Emergency                                                                                
Management (DEM) will coordinate 
the public notifi cation when required. 
The Emergency Broadcast System acti-
vates when necessary and includes the lo-
cal radio stations listed” (Skagit County                                                           
Special   Publication, 2013,  p. 1). The coun-
ty’s commissioner, Sharon Dillon, wrote 
that “each of you should be ready to take 
care of yourself and the important people in 
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your  daily life for at least three days follow-
ing an emergency or disaster event” (Dillon, 
2007, para. 7). The county then provides a 
“disaster kit checklist” and information on 
how to keep food and water healthy (Dillon, 
2007).

Additionally, the Red Cross provides 
shelters in the county for residents who 
are not staying with friends or family dur-
ing a disaster, and DEM provides special 
transportation services for those who need 
it (Access Skagit County, 2013). Part of 
DEM’s mission is “to provide the emer-
gency organization and coordination of re-
sources to minimize loss of life and to pro-
tect property . . . in the event of . . . disasters 
affecting Skagit County” (Access Skagit 
County, 2014, para. 10). The roles of the 
Red Cross and DEM are to provide secu-
rity for the county residents in the form of 
shelter and transportation, and to mitigate 
challenges of safety to the people who can 
access them.

The Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA) opened the Disaster                  
Recovery Center in the county in 2009, 
which provides information to residents 
about fl ood insurance, assistant programs, 
and smart building techniques. FEMA re-
sponds to residents who apply for assistance 
to their damaged property and provides oth-
er response services (FEMA, 2012).

These fi ndings conclude that the county 
has made an active, general effort in pre-
paring residents for climate crises, but they 
do not adequately fulfi ll the suggested ac-
tions for addressing the needs of vulnerable 
populations. The county must continue to        
expand its resources to ensure that vulner-
able populations are provided with the ad-
ditional support they need due to the lack 
of access to proper technology, healthcare, 

and other necessities required to overcome 
environmental disasters.

Analysis

The following analysis uses the                     
Multiple-Streams Framework to understand 
the decision-making process and the conclu-
sions of the actions taken by Skagit County. 
Specifi cally, the analysis of the problem, 
politics, and policy streams in relation to the 
results of the county’s actions that address 
Strategy A-1, action four will explain why 
the local government should enact policies 
for the county. It will additionally point to 
the potential challenges and limitations to 
explain why no policies currently exist to 
address concerns of vulnerable populations 
affected by climate change.

Problem Stream

Within the problem stream lie conditions 
that are sought to be addressed by policy 
makers and citizens. Indicators (information 
or measures that point to what is happen-
ing) and focusing events (occurrences that 
draw the attention of decision-makers) 
are examples of the information that sug-
gest the conditions of the specifi c problem                         
(Sabatier, 2007). The scale to which climate 
change has an effect on vulnerable popula-
tions, and its place on the agenda of deci-
sion makers, is a measurement for the con-
ditions of the problem stream. The Climate 
Response Strategy reports the problem that 
“low-income individuals, people of color, 
and those that speak English as a second 
language often experience” (p. 53) limited 
access to health care and employment, and 
are more likely to have fewer resources to 
quality housing, food, and transportation                                                                 
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(Adelsman & Ekrem, 2012). Because of the 
vulnerability of these populations, they are 
more prone to suffer from limited resources 
in a disaster compared to other residents. 
Skagit County offers suggestions online 
and in its “Flood Awareness” brochure for 
accessing food and transportation during a 
fl ood, but is limited in the resources it of-
fers to vulnerable populations who need 
additional support in fl oods and disasters. 
Additionally, the county commissioner’s 
statement that instructs residents to be pre-
pared to care for themselves in the event of 
a disaster (Dillon, 2007) negates the respon-
sibility of the county to provide security 
measures to residents. This poses a particu-
lar challenge to vulnerable people who have 
limited mobility and other impediments to 
accessing vital resources. 

Politics Stream

The politics stream is infl uenced by 
party ideology (administrative turnover and 
interest-group pressure) and the national 
mood (the common feelings and thought of 
a large group of citizens) (Sabatier, 2007). 
Any change in administration or legislation 
can infl uence politics and the issues they 
are concerned with. Also, if political lead-
ers sense a shift in the national mood, they 
might act to promote or suspend the issue 
in question (Sabatier, 2007). A common 
perspective of decision and policy makers 
is that climate change is a global matter and 
can only be addressed by the international 
community (Climate Impacts Group, 2013). 
However, Climate Impacts Group (CIG) 
suggests that “the impacts of climate change 
will be felt most acutely at the local scale…
decision makers may mistakenly dismiss 
the need to develop locally-based adaptive 

management strategies. Some degree of ad-
aptation will be required at the local level” 
(Climate Impacts Group, 2013, para. 5). The 
county provides adaptive measures through 
the resources of FEMA and DEM, but lacks 
the necessary local level “adaptive manage-
ment strategies” to specifi cally prepare vul-
nerable residents, and to address the factors 
in the problem stream. CIG identifi ed that 
decision makers in the Pacifi c  Northwest 
juggle multiple environmental issues and 
constraints that limit a local agency or gov-
ernment’s ability to address the impacts of 
climate change (Climate Impacts Group, 
2013). The challenge of getting the attention 
of policy makers is a potential explanation 
for a lack in policies regarding vulnerable 
populations affected by climate change, par-
ticularly at times when the national mood is 
not concerned about climate change.

Security can also infl uence the political 
stream and “might be defi ned as an ideal of 
perfect safety, the guaranteed absence of bad 
things, and therefore, a total lack of worry” 
(Stone, 2012, p. 130). If governments are 
concerned with providing security to their 
residents, then policies and actions by local 
governments can offer protections and re-
sources for vulnerable populations that can 
be impacted by climate change. The Climate 
Response Strategy states that “climate-driv-
en impacts will worsen existing problems 
such as poverty, social tensions, environ-
mental degradation, and weakening of na-
tional governments” (Adelsman & Ekrem, 
2012, p. 52), which are all factors that cause 
insecurity for vulnerable populations. 

The county has a practical system for 
communicating information about climate-
related emergencies; however, it is a gen-
eral effort to inform the community of cri-
ses and may not be enough to fully provide                 
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vulnerable populations with the neces-
sary information and resources they may 
need when a disaster hits their community.                                                       
FEMA’s recovery center requires that those 
who need assistance supply their Social Se-
curity number (FEMA, 2012). That said, the 
county hosts a large community of farm-
workers, many of whom are low-income 
and might not have legal status in the United 
States (Herz, 2013). If undocumented im-
migrant residents need assistance, the re-
quirement of a SSN and the fear of being 
identifi ed can prevent them from seeking or 
receiving assistance during a disaster.

When the problem and politics streams 
join together during times of urgency or 
crises, a policy window is created to make 
policy decisions. Windows to engage peo-
ple and the government to act on behalf of 
climate change effects are those moments 
when disastrous crises occur on a state or 
national level (Sabatier, 2007). An example 
of a policy window for the county would 
be when a one hundred year fl ood were to 
occur (Skagit County Special Publication, 
2013). The county’s partnerships with Red 
Cross, DEM, and FEMA, and their publica-
tions of fl ood preparedness are outlets for 
preparing the community for a large-scale 
fl ood. This successfully fulfi lls the Climate 
Response Strategy suggestion to work with 
state and local governments and organiza-
tions to enhance transportation options, 
develop shelters, and to prepare for disas-
ter recovery (Adelsman & Ekrem, 2012,                                                                                        
p. 173). However, because there has not been 
a policy window in the county, policies that 
protect vulnerable populations from being 
unequally affected by climate change crises 
have not been created or implemented.

Policies Stream

The policies stream is the last in the 
Multi-Streams Framework. This stream is 
impacted by the values of policy makers 
and the policy’s ability to be implemented 
(Sabatier, 2007). The county’s lack of im-
plementing policies, and its limited actions 
to address concerns for vulnerable popula-
tions affected by climate change, demon-
strates their small probability of success in 
the policies stream. When this third stream 
combines with the problem and politics 
streams, policy entrepreneurs (policy mak-
ers who push for a particular interest to be 
enacted) have the advantage of an increased 
chance for their policy to be adopted                                                               
(Sabatier, 2007). This combination strength-
ens the policy entrepreneurs’ political voice 
in their effort to employ strategies that are 
used to accomplish their goals (Sabatier, 
2007). If policy entrepreneurs who are con-
cerned about the impacts of climate change 
on vulnerable populations in the county 
voiced their interests, then the policies 
stream would be successful in furthering the 
actions to specifi cally address vulnerable 
populations’ needs, and in implementing 
policies that currently do not exist to ensure 
the security of vulnerable people.

Finally, these streams combine togeth-
er to produce choices for policy makers.                  
Kingdon argued that “solutions are devel-
oped in response to specifi c problems . . . 
a hurricane (problem) points attention to 
and thus helps to redress possible emer-
gency management defi ciencies (solution)”                                                                        
(Sabatier, 2007, p. 75). When attention 
is given to problems created by climate 
change, opportunities arise to search for so-
lutions and to determine their availability. In 
the county, this responsive action depends 
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on the resources that the county govern-
ment and agencies already have available. 
The protections and support for vulnerable 
populations in the county rely on the actions 
taken and on local governments implement-
ing policies. Although it appears that be-
cause of the lack of attention on the effects 
of climate change, the county has not taken 
steps to ensure that appropriate policies are 
in place.

Conclusion

A disaster occurs when “hazards hit 
vulnerable communities whose inherent 
capacity is not enough to protect itself and 
easily recover from its damaging effect”                                   
(Wisner, 2004, p. 219). The Washington 
State Department of Ecology’s Climate           
Response Strategy directs local govern-
ments to take actions that mitigate the ef-
fects of climate change on vulnerable popu-
lations. Specifi cally, the fourth suggested 
action advises to work with state and local 
agencies to create security measures through 
shelter and transportation, increase access 
to health care and disease prevention, and 
prepare the community for the aftermath 
of extreme climate events. Skagit County 
has partnered with FEMA, DEM, and Red 
Cross to coordinate disaster preparedness 
and recovery, and to disseminate informa-
tion to local communities whom may be af-
fected by climate change. The efforts of the 
county to address the strategies within the 
Climate Response Strategy to implement re-
sponses and shelters to fl ooding events are 
useful, yet the county’s emphasis on fl ood-
ing does not meet the outlined standards for 
addressing the changing climate overall and 
its effects. In addition, there are no policies 
or actions that specifi cally address the needs 

of vulnerable populations. To fulfi ll the 
specifi ed strategies in the Climate Response 
Strategy report, the county must make an 
effort to further acquire and expand the re-
sources available to ensure that populations 
who are most vulnerable in crises are able 
to access the information and resources nec-
essary for survival and recovery in climate-
related  crises. 
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