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Progress on climate change adaptation in practice: Insights from local and territorial government interactions


	
As the impacts of climate change become increasingly evident across the globe (IPCC, 2022), there has never been a more pertinent time to understand the barriers preventing adaptation implementation in practice. While there is an abundance of scholarship that explores barriers from the local and local-national perspective (e.g., Baynham & Stevens, 2014; Birchall et al., 2023, 2025; Cid & Lerner, 2023), there is a paucity of work addressing this dynamic from the local-territorial perspective. Thus our study focuses on three communities in Yukon, Canada, a northern territory where wildfire, flood and permafrost thaw are an on-going challenge for local decision makers. Drawing on Dawson City, Haines Junction and Whitehorse, this study explores how enablers and barriers emerge and influence progress on climate change adaptation. 

This research applied a qualitative case study methodology, consisting of a review of strategic planning documents, key actor interviews (with planners, engineers, sustainability personnel, emergency management, executive leadership), and field observation. Results show that local government decision-makers are eager to adapt. However, challenges imped implementation of adaptation policies in practice.

Using evolutionary governance theory as a lens (e.g., Beunen et al., 2015; Birchall & Kehler, 2023; Van Assche et al., 2018), this research reveals that path dependencies facilitate planning for adaptation: actors within northern communities have been exposed to a range of climate impacts and are thus aware of the need to mainstream adaptation goals into planning tools. However, as a result of the complexities related to the local-territorial relationship, goal dependencies and interdependencies constrain the implementation of adaptation policies. Goal dependencies incentivize implementation of policies on mitigation and accentuate institutional barriers, while interdependencies heighten the effect of unclear roles. Complex power dynamics among relevant actors and institutions result in barriers that further constrain implementation of adaptation policies in practice. 

Ultimately, we showcase how strong dependencies and power dynamics between actors and institutions across local and the territorial government have led to weakened local innovation, delayed support, and unclear government roles, all of which have stymied momentum on climate adaptation in practice. We suggest how these communities, and others around the globe, can overcome persistent barriers that constrain adaptation implementation, including how to harness climate adaptation enablers to facilitate the process. 
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