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INTRODUCTION

Climate change is occurring and the pace of that
change is accelerating. According to the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)
and other scientific organizations, 2024 was

the hottest year on record globally since 1850."
The planet's 10 hottest years since 1850 have all
occurred since 2015.

Communities near and far are increasingly feeling
the impacts—and the costs—of climate change. In
2024, the United States experienced the second
highest number of climate and weather-related
disasters with losses exceeding $1 billion each (27
events), second only to 2023 (28 events).2 Property
damage alone from the January 2025 wildfires in
the greater Los Angeles area is currently estimated
at $28 to $53 billion. Preliminary research shows
that climate change increased the likelihood of the
Los Angeles wildfire event by 35 percent.?

King County must prepare for and adapt to the
impacts of climate change, many of which are
becoming increasingly unavoidable. Climate
preparedness helps ensure that King County

can deliver on its long-standing commitment to
protect public health and safety, provide critical
infrastructure, support economic prosperity,

and safeguard natural and tribal treaty trust
resources. Preparing for climate change also
makes economic sense. According to the National
Institute of Building Sciences, one dollar invested
in natural hazards risk reduction (e.g., river
flooding, winds, earthquake, and wildfire) can
save approximately $13 in losses.* In that sense,
preparing for climate change is inherently part of
good government and responsible stewardship of
public resources.

The Fall City Floodplain Restoration Project simultaneously improved habitat and strengthened flood protections for
nearby farms, homes, and roads in the Snoqualmie Valley. The project is King County’s largest-ever floodplain project.
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BACKGROUND

Climate change is a growing concern within King
County communities and agencies. Since 1900,
average annual air temperature in the Puget Sound
region has increased 1.3 degrees Fahrenheit (°F).®
Heavy rain events are getting heavier,® summers
are getting hotter,” snow and ice in the Cascades
and Olympic mountains is declining long-term,?
sea level is rising,’ and ocean chemistry is
changing in ways that are harmful to local marine
species like shellfish and salmon.”® These changes
are becoming increasingly visible in the form of
more extreme weather events, higher King Tides,
more poor air quality days from wildfire smoke, and
less predictable snow cover for water supply and
winter recreation, for example.

Recent events have reinforced concern about
climate change and underscore the need to reduce
climate risks and increase resilience:

* In June 2021, unprecedented temperatures
associated with a major heat wave (the Pacific
Northwest Heat Dome) led to 126 heat-related
deaths in Washington State, including more
than 30 deaths in King County. Temperatures
exceeded 100°F for three consecutive days,
peaking at 108°F at Sea-Tac Airport, 109°F
in Renton, and 118°F in Maple Valley. Initial
attribution studies found that the event was
“virtually impossible without human-caused
climate change.""

+ In September 2022, a fast-moving wildfire
threatened the towns of Skykomish, Gold Bar,
and Index. The Bolt Creek Fire, which grew 7,600
acres in the first 24 hours and burned for more
than six weeks, forced residential evacuations,
required frequent closures of Highway 2,
damaged forest lands of economic and cultural
significance to the Tulalip Tribes, and impacted
air quality over large portions of the Puget
Sound region for weeks.
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< On December 27,2022, a low-pressure storm
converged with the peak of King Tides to cause
unprecedented coastal flooding along Puget
Sound shorelines, including flooding along
the Vashon-Maury Islands shoreline and in the
economically disadvantaged neighborhoods of
South Park and Georgetown in Seattle.

WHAT IS CLIMATE RESILIENCE?

Resilience is the ability of individuals,
communities, and social, economic, and
environmental systems to withstand and
adapt to disruptions while maintaining their
core identities, functions, and structures.™

Rising greenhouse gas emissions are expected to
increase the frequency, intensity, and/or duration
of events like the 2021 Heat Dome, 2022 Bolt Creek
Fire, and 2022 King Tide flooding, amplifying
existing challenges while creating new challenges.
Figure 25 shows some of the ways that projected
warming may affect the region. King County
residents are likely to face a higher risk of heat
stress with more days over 90°F, more strain on
summer water supplies due to less mountain snow
and lower summer streamflows, and increased
river and coastal flooding due to heavier rain
events and sea level rise, among other changes.

Reducing climate change vulnerability and

building resilience is essential. As climate

change intensifies, King County must strengthen
its capacity to cope with hazards, respond to
long-term shifts, and evolve in ways that ensure
sustainability and equity. This requires not only
adapting to immediate risks—such as extreme
heat, flooding, and sea level rise—but also fostering
the ability to learn, innovate, and transform in
response to an uncertain future.
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Figure 25. Projected Impacts of Climate Change in King County ™

Projected changes in very hot days, snowpack, peak streamflow, summer streamflow, extreme
precipitation, and sea level rise in King County under a high greenhouse gas emissions scenario.

Changes are relative to 1980-2009 unless noted otherwise.
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Impacts include

Increased risk of heat
related iliness, death

Higher likelihood of
wildfire, summer drought

More harmful algal blooms

Less water storage for
summer water needs

Longer wildfire season
Winter recreation losses

« More river flooding

Increased risks for
floodplain communities

» Negative effects on

salmon populations

Less water for summer
hydropower, irrigation
Negative effects on
salmon populations
Impacts on water quality

More urban, local flooding

Increased potential for
landslides

Impacts on water quality

More coastal flooding,
inundation

Damage to coastal
infrastructure,
communities

Changes in coastal habitat

Sources: Climate Mapping for a Resilient Washington [ Climate Impacts Group; UW Climate Impacts
Group Interactive Sea Level Rise Data Visualizations (Miller et al. 2018)
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KEY ISSUES

King County’s diverse geography—stretching from Puget Sound’s low-lying marine
shorelines to the snow-capped crests of the Cascade Mountains—and the people,
places, and ecosystems in King County face a range of climate hazards that require
tailored, place-based solutions. Key issues and opportunity areas, organized into
nine focus areas for the 2025 SCAP, include the following:

Sea Level Rise Preparedness
- Sea level rise poses risks to homes, businesses, and infrastructure on the marine
shoreline.
= - Loss of critical near-shore habitat for juvenile salmon and other marine species is
also a concern.
- Local action on sea level rise is needed to reduce threats to public health and

safety, protect shoreline habitats, and reduce economic and environmental
impacts.

River Flood Management

- More intense heavy rain events and the shift to more winter precipitation falling
as rain rather than snow in the mountains increases the potential for flooding and
channel migration in King County river systems.

+ Reconnecting and restoring river floodplains to naturally store and convey flood
waters helps reduce flood risks while enhancing habitat benefits and strengthening
climate resilience.

- Working with at-risk floodplain residents on flood risk mitigation is also critical.
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Extreme Precipitation and Drought Mitigation

- More intense heavy rain events can worsen drainage problems and lead to more
urban flooding, landslides, erosion, combined sewer overflows, and water quality
issues.

- The risk of drought increases with climate change, requiring more active
management of water resources to meet water needs for people and the
environment.

- Expanding the use of multi-benefit approaches like stormwater parks and Green
Stormwater Infrastructure will help reduce stormwater flooding and improve water
quality when too much water is an issue while water conservation and reuse will
help when not enough water is a concern.

«’ Extreme Heat Adaptation
& - All climate scenarios point to hotter summers and more extreme heat events in

King County. Extreme heat risks are amplified in areas with more heat-absorbing
hard surfaces (such as concrete and buildings), less green space, and fewer trees,
creating the “heat island effect.”

- Increasing community resilience to extreme heat and adapting the built
environment to better handle heat will reduce heat-related illness and help
vulnerable populations stay safe in the heat.
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Forest Resilience and Urban Tree Canopy Expansion

- King County’s forest lands and urban tree canopy provide numerous economic,
ecological, and cultural benefits. Ensuring that forests and urban tree canopy
can remain healthy in the face of stressors like disease, drought, heat stress, and
invasive species is critical to maintaining and enhancing these benefits.

« Growing a more robust and healthier urban tree canopy is also important,
particularly in urban heat islands and in communities with inequitable access to
trees and green space.

Wildfire Risk Reduction

+ Hotter temperatures, declining snowpack, and drier summers increase the
potential for wildfire in King County. Risks to people and infrastructure are greater
in areas where development sits adjacent to or within forested areas (the wildland-
urban interface).

- Coupled with improving forest resilience, implementing measures that reduce
wildfire risk at the household and community level and planning for wildfire
response and recovery will help communities stay safe when a wildfire occurs.

Salmon Recovery and Habitat Connectivity

- Climate change creates significant challenges for salmon and kokanee survival.
Key stressors include hotter summer water temperatures, higher winter flood
flows, lower summer stream flows, and habitat loss in King County lakes, rivers,
and marine shoreline.

« Employing nature-based solutions to protect, connect, and restore habitat
will help native salmon populations survive in the face of climate change and
ensure that Coast Salish Tribes can maintain their strong spiritual and cultural
connections to salmon.

Climate-Ready Capital Projects

+ King County invests millions of dollars annually in public infrastructure
improvements and delivery of local services, including wastewater conveyance
and treatment, public transit, stormwater management, maintenance of roads
and bridges, floodplain management, habitat restoration, public health services,
management of parks and open spaces, and land use planning.

- Accounting for current and future climate impacts when making those investments
is essential to building resilient infrastructure, communities, and ecosystems given
the long-lasting nature of those decisions.

Regional Capacity Across Hazards

- Climate change impacts are not bound by jurisdictional lines and affect complex
and inter-connected natural, socioeconomic, and regulatory systems, underscoring
the importance of working with regional partners on climate preparedness.

- Regional collaboration can leverage limited resources and staff capacity, reduce
duplication of effort, facilitate institutional learning, catalyze action at broader
regional scales, and ensure that neighboring climate preparedness efforts
complement each other.
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Central to each of these is the fact that climate
change is a risk multiplier for many communities.
Existing inequities related to health care, housing,
employment, language, and other factors can
create disproportionate impacts for people

living with low incomes, immigrant and refugee
communities, people with disabilities, and

Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC)
communities (i.e., frontline communities). Health

factors (e.g., age, pregnancy) and underlying
medical issues such as cardiovascular, respiratory,
kidney, cerebrovascular, or mental health
conditions can also increase vulnerability to
climate impacts. Centering equity in climate
preparedness is necessary to ensuring that
frontline communities are not disproportionately
affected by climate change.

Climate hazards such as wildfire smoke can increase risks for people with asthma, cardiovascular disease, or who
are pregnant. Lower income communities are more likely to be disproportionately affected by climate hazards.
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