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Research Team Narrative 

Over the coming years and decades, climate change in the San Diego-Tijuana City 
Region (City Region) is expected to result in increased average surface temperatures, 
decreased annual rainfall, increased sea level and decreased snowpack in the 



mountains (Barnett et al. 2001; Barnett et al. 2008; Running 2006; Westerling et al. 
2006). These important environmental changes are likely to produce water and energy 
shortages, increased frequency of wildfires and other natural disasters as well the loss of 
part of the present day coastline and associated infrastructure (KPBS  2007; New York 
Times 2008). While detailed scenarios are almost impossible to predict, it is certain that 
the region!s environment as we know it will change and our City Region will need to plan 
ahead and adapt quickly to survive.  
 
Effective planning for the future will have to incorporate possible scenarios predicted by 
climate models and a good understanding of the natural constraints that will be placed 
upon our City Region (New York Times 2008). The following SRPs were undertaken by 
students to investigate our level of preparedness under the current planning system and 
evaluate urban planning and design strategies that can be implemented to adapt to 
some of the foreseeable impacts of climate change. 
 
Emily Barr: 
Emily!s research entitled, Integrated Approach to Planning Policy, focuses on San 
Diego!s incorporation of climate change adaptations into the General Plan. I analyzed 
the issue based on sociologists Axelrod and Cohen!s complexity theory, which states 
that complex issues need complex solutions. Climate change is a multifaceted problem 
and could potentially affect diverse areas of city planning. In order to effectively mitigate 
these problems, the planning policy behind climate change implementation efforts should 
be derived from an integrated and collaborative process. Survey results from process 
participants leads to conclusive evidence that San Diego is utilizing a strongly integrated 
approach; the process satisfies complexity theory!s three elements of diversity, 
interaction, and selection. However, the data reflects a weakness in the selectivity in the 
process. Some participants felt that input from stakeholders and process participants 
may not have been efficiently incorporated into the resulting plans. This suggests that 
San Diego should improve the connection between encouraging input and interaction, 
and utilizing this information to benefit the end product. In terms of the broad scale of the 
planning culture and profession, this research marks the paradigm shift away from 
disjointed command and control ideals, towards integrated policy development. San 
Diego!s efforts prove to be fairly successful in employing new and innovative methods 
and present a model for future integrated policy-making, particularly in response to 
climate change impacts at the local government scale.  
 
Dana Van Galder: 
As a complement to Emily Barr!s research on planning policy, Dana!s research focuses 
on the implementation of different methods to reduce the negative effects of Urban Heat 
IslandsÑ a common environmental problem in cities brought by the replacement of 
vegetation with hardscape (e.g., asphalt and concrete) combined with buildings blocking 
natural cooling from wind. Temperatures inside these islands can be drastically hotter 
than the open spaces nearby, because artificial surfaces absorb rather than reflect the 
sun!s heat (Changnon 1992). Given that one of the expected effects of climate change is 
an increase in the region!s average surface temperature, one can expect that climate 
change will likely to exacerbate this phenomenon. The later may result in increased 
energy demands for cooling and a greater likelihood for the loss of human lives due to 
heat shock, among other impacts. My research project, ÒClimate Change in Urban and 
Regional Planning: Counteracting the Effects of an Urban Heat Island,Ó focuses on the 



benefits of planting native plants and further examines how to maximize these benefits. It 
is designed to find which plants and trees are best suited for San Diego!s urban 
environment in order to maximize the positive effects they have on countering Urban 
Heat Islands.  My hypotheses state that California-native plants and trees implemented 
in a city would produce the best results in terms of shade covering, irrigation 
requirements, and soil erosion and water runoff prevention.  After reviewing archival data 
my hypotheses were confirmed: due to San Diego!s ideal climate, both evergreens and 
deciduous trees, along with other native plants produce effective results in combating the 
negative effects of heat pockets.  Upon further analysis of local planning and landscape 
architecture firms, I discovered that in order to maximize the benefits of trees and plants 
in an urban environment, a strong organizational structure and innovative technical 
design must be incorporated in addition to correct plant and tree selection. Also, all of 
the interviewed firms shared a common practice of water conservation and flow 
consciousness in there designs.  The use of California-native plants combined with 
storm water harvesting streambeds makes Schmidt Design!s Briercrest Park a perfect 
example of fusing flow conscious design, organizational structure and environmental 
responsibility. The analysis recognizes the need for multiple perspectives on tackling the 
problems caused by Urban Heat Islands; to effectively reduce problems caused by an 
Urban Heat Island planners must go beyond tree selection and incorporate an innovative 
technical design and a strong organizational planning structure.  
 
Belinda Ann Riva: 
Other aspects of the built environment such as resilience to wildfires are increasingly to 
the region. With climate change wildfires are believed to become more intense and more 
frequent over time placing both property and lives in danger (Running 2006; Westerling 
et al. 2006). Belinda!s research, Planning for Wildfires in the Wildland-Urban Interface: 
Analysis of shelter-in-place communities in Rancho Santa Fe, CA designed for fire 
defensibility, focuses on an innovative concept of "shelter-in-place! communities as a 
design protocol for fire defensibility. Recently implemented in five master-planned 
communities in North San Diego County by the Rancho Santa Fe Fire Protection District, 
"sheltering in place! consists of strict structural and landscaping criteria in order to create 
a defensible space against wildfires. As economic growth continues to expand, these 
new residential communities have been developed within the past five years in the 
exurban periphery of San Diego County.  Among this peripheral area called the wildland-
urban interface, the built and natural environment interacts.  This scenario is problematic 
because these new residential communities have been built on fire-prone land and are 
surrounded by vegetation and fuel.  Many of the communities with homes damaged or 
destroyed by the fires of October 2007 in San Diego County are considered low-density 
sprawl existing in the wildland-urban interface.  My research investigates how Rancho 
Santa Fe Fire Protection District and residential developers market this program as a 
viable solution for fire defense.  However, it is difficult to determine the efficiency of the 
program because of the compromise of risk between life and property.   The issue of risk 
management is addressed by educational programs offered by the RSF Fire District and 
how Australia approaches the community on making the decision to evacuate or seek 
shelter in their homes.  Archival and observational research reveals that the shelter-in-
place program has consequences, in particular the complexities of the built and natural 
infrastructure on a community and local scale.  Rancho Santa Fe Fire Protection District 
and home developers market the shelter-in-place program as a viable solution for fire 



defense on a community scale, but fail to address design planning for wildfires on a local 
and regional level. 
 
In response to this great challenges, local organizations like the San Diego Foundation 
in partnership with UCSD!s Environment and Sustainability Initiative and a wide range of 
regional experts (including SANDAG) have undertaken the completion of the Focus 2050 
Study for the San Diego Region (UCSD ESI 2008) This study, examines possible futures 
for our City Region if current trends continue and taking the effects of climate change 
into account. This visionary report will provide the first glimpse into the regions! future 
and provide basis to begin shaping planning policies and decisions. The effects of 
climate change are likely to be unprecedented, far reaching and very costly, adapting 
current planning policies and practices now will give our City Region more time to 
respond, save money and prepare future generations of residents to deal with a much 
different world. 
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