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Climate change is increasing extreme weather risk (IPCC, 2022). In particular, atmospheric rivers are  increasing in frequency and magnitude in the North Pacific, and as a result, are exacerbating the risk of extreme precipitation events (Dettinger, 2011; Dettinger & Ingram, 2013; Espinoza et al., 2018; Michaelis et al., 2022). Such events can easily damage local infrastructure – such as public buildings, roads and bridges, dams and dikes, and communication and power lines – and overwhelm emergency management systems. 

Yet, resilience remains fragile, adaptation efforts lag, and the consequences of inaction surge (Birchall et al., 2023; 2025; Birchall & Kehler, 2023). In 2021, Fraser Valley, British Columbia, Canada, experienced an unprecedented – though anticipated – atmospheric river that exceeded risk-mitigation infrastructure and emergency management capacity. This talk explores a vital question: if they knew, why were they not prepared? 
Using a qualitative case study approach grounded in urban and regional planning, and framed through Cinner et al. (2018)’s domains of adaptive capacity, we bridge stories with strategy, employing key actor interviews (n=21) and a review of strategic planning documents (n=66) to uncover what went wrong (Birchall et al., 2025). Key actors were deliberately selected to provide perspectives across several levels of government (municipal, regional, and provincial), and for having played a meaningful role regarding infrastructure and/or emergency management decision-making that was impacted during the AR event (e.g., planners, engineers, emergency management, elected officials, scientists). The strategic planning documents provided a broader legislative and knowledge framework to contextualize and interpret the interview responses. This review included documents from both the provincial and regional governments.
Our analysis reveals institutional barriers that limited adaptive capacity, stagnated adaptation implementation, and, in consequence, left infrastructure and emergency management insufficient to mitigate disaster. Insights around the formal and informal institutions preventing adaptation implementation are discussed: Formally, hierarchical governance decreased community adaptive capacity and led to infrastructure deficit, while informally, development-driven decision-making overshadowed infrastructure mitigation and preparedness priorities. Historical anthropocentric decisions persisted through path dependencies, preventing resilient decision-making during a time of rapid change. We conclude with actionable recommendations to dismantle institutional barriers and empower communities to prepare for climate change.
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