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Introduction  
Land trusts across the U.S. are already experiencing and dealing with the effects of climate 

change to conserved lands, such as catastrophic flooding, increased wildfire risk, sea level 

rise, extreme heat waves, and prolonged periods of severe drought. Climate change is also 

threatening the persistence of conservation values and shifting the distribution of those 

values across the landscape (Owley 2010, 2011), with implications for where and how land 

trusts implement conservation.   

 

To increase the likelihood that conservation investments persist and thrive in the face of 

climate change, land trusts need to proactively address and manage for climate impacts. 

Land trusts are well positioned to help species, ecosystems, and agricultural lands adapt to 

climate change through management and restoration of conserved lands and contribute to 

climate change mitigation and adaptation through pursuit of strategic, climate-smart land 

conservation projects.  

 

The purpose of this handbook is to provide land trusts and other land conservation 

practitioners with a guide to integrating climate change projections and climate adaptation 

approaches into the process of private land conservation. This handbook focuses 

specifically on climate adaptation, which involves preparing for and responding to climate 

impacts to natural and human systems (Stein et al. 2014). Though the handbook is primarily 

focused on natural resources conservation and management, it does contain examples for 

both natural and agricultural resources; similarly, the approaches, principles, and strategies 

in the handbook can be directly applied to the management of both natural and working 

lands.  

 

The handbook is organized into sections that reflect the steps in the private land 

conservation process and provides suggestions as to how climate change can be integrated 

into that particular step. The four topical sections include:  

I. Gathering and analyzing climate projections 

II. Climate-smart strategic conservation planning 

III. Climate-smart acquisitions and conservation easements  

IV. Climate-smart stewardship 

Each section outlines a suggested climate-smart approach for that topic and discusses 

relevant climate adaptation principles and strategies pulled from multiple sources. The 

sections are designed to be standalone so that land trusts can focus on a single topic of 

interest if necessary, although we do recommend beginning with Section I on gathering and 

analyzing climate projections, which has background information relevant to future sections. 

The handbook also includes four appendices with additional relevant information and 

resources. Appendix A includes a glossary of key concepts and terms, Appendix B lists 

climate change resources for land trusts, and Appendix C includes a stewardship planning 

worksheet.  

The suggested approaches, principles, strategies, and best management practices included 

in this handbook may help increase the resilience of conserved lands in the context of 

climate change and ensure land trusts fulfill their commitment to protect land in perpetuity.  
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Section I: Gathering and Analyzing Climate Projections  

The single best way for your land trust to prepare for climate change is to become familiar 

with relevant climate projections for your region of focus, and understand how these 

projections are likely to impact the conservation values that you care about.  

This section focuses on how to gather and analyze climate projections, which will inform 

application of the principles, processes, and strategies discussed in other sections. There 

are several things to consider when gathering and analyzing climate projections, including 

the form of the data, an understanding of the resolution and scale of the climate model 

under consideration, the emission scenario and model being considered, and associated 

uncertainties and likelihood of climate projections and vulnerabilities manifesting. This 

section reviews each of these considerations in turn.  

Climate projections can take many forms, such as figures, raw data, species distribution 

models, and qualitative descriptions of expected change. A good place to start this process 

is with the State Climate Summaries and Regional Climate Summaries for the U.S. which 

both provide qualitative, written summaries of key climate projections on the state and 

regional level. Appendix B lists additional resources from which you can acquire climate 

projections.  

 

Evaluating climate projections also requires consideration of the resolution and scale of the 

climate model being examined as well as the modelõs emissions scenario(s). Ideally, climate 

projections gathered should be at a resolution relevant to the scale of your project (Schmitz 

et al. 2015). Large-scale regional or state climate assessments can include information 

relevant to planning and serve as a good starting point for identifying relevant projections 

and vulnerabilities, although you should strive to acquire more region-specific projections 

when possible.  

 

In some cases, available climate projections may be at a broader resolution than the scale 

of your planning process or region of focus, and may be made at longer time scales (e.g., 

mid- to late-century) than the temporal scope of your deliverable (e.g., stewardship plan, 

strategic conservation assessment). While it may be tempting to exclude climate projections 

and impacts as a means to cope with this uncertainty, climate projections at larger spatial 

and temporal scales nevertheless have important implications for finer-scale targets, such 

as species and ecosystems. Additionally, the large scale offered by some climate projections 

and species distribution models can provide a valuable perspective on how species and 

ecosystems may be shifting across the landscape and what new species may be coming into 

your region of focus.  

 

You should also consider the climate model and representative concentration pathway (RCP) 

emissions scenario used to generate climate projections. Climate scientists use four RCPs 

for climate modeling and research, each of which describes a possible climate future based 

on assumptions about global socioeconomic conditions. Each RCP is considered a possible 

future, depending on how much greenhouse gas emissions are released in the years to 

come. The four RCPs (RCP2.6, RCP4.5, RCP6, and RCP8.5) are named after a possible 

range of radiative forcing values in the year 2100 relative to pre-industrial values. Radiative 

forcing is the difference between the amount of sunlight absorbed by the atmosphere and 

https://statesummaries.ncics.org/
https://nca2014.globalchange.gov/downloads
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the amount of sunlight radiated back into space, with higher values indicating a stronger 

greenhouse effect.  

 

Global temperature projection increases range from 1-2 degrees C by mid- century and 1-3.7 

degrees C by late-century, with low projected temperature increases representing those 

modeled under the most moderate RCP (RCP2.6) and the high projected temperature 

increases representing those modeled under the òbusiness as usualó scenario (RCP8.5). 

RCP4.5 is often referred to as the òmitigationó scenario, and has projections roughly 

equivalent to the goal set out in the Paris Climate Accords to keep warming to under 2 

degrees C by late-century. However, the world is currently on track to experience the 

projections under the business as usual scenario (RCP8.5).  

 

We recommend considering projections from both the business as usual scenario (RCP8.5) 

as well as the mitigation scenario (RCP4.5). We also recommend considering the projections 

from several different climate models in situations where the models differ in the projected 

direction of change. For example, some climate models for the state of California project 

increased precipitation, while others project decreased precipitation. It is important to 

consider multiple plausible futures in order to build strategies robust to uncertainty (Stein et 

al. 2014).  

 

This leads to another important consideration, which is the need to understand the 

uncertainties associated with given climate projections as well as the likelihood of a climate 

projection and/or associated climate vulnerability manifesting. Some climate projections for 

your region may have more certainty associated with them (e.g., increased wildfire) than 

others (e.g., direction of precipitation). Rather than discounting these uncertainties by 

ignoring them entirely or choosing one possible future and its associated vulnerabilities on 

which to base decisions, managers should instead strive to select strategies that are robust 

across multiple plausible futures and focus on win-win, no regrets strategies that are highly 

likely to be beneficial regardless of whether the associated climate projection and/or 

vulnerability manifests (Watson et al. 2012; Stein et al. 2014; Galatowitsch 2019).   

 

Text Box 1 provides an example of a template that can be used to quickly summarize 

climate projections for a project or plan. It demonstrates that gathering climate projections 

relevant for decision-making need not be overwhelming or complicated in order to be useful 

in framing and informing plans and projects.  
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Text Box 1: Climate Projections for Sardine Meadow 
 
The Trust for Public Landõs Sardine Meadow acquisition project in California is an excellent example of how a 

land trust acquisition catalyzed a climate-smart, multi-benefit restoration project. Project partners used climate 

projections to identify climate vulnerabilities and climate-smart actions to inform restoration planning and 

design. The following is a summary of the projections for this project. 

 

Resources Consulted: USGS Basin Characterization Model (Flint et al. 2013), available on the California 

Climate Commons, and the Assessment of Climate Change in the Southwest U.S. (Garfin et al. 2013).  

 
Climate Variable Historical, 

1981-2010 

Projected , 

2040-2069 

Change 

April 1 snow water 

equivalent 

301,961 mm/year  65,029 mm/year ð 

262,359 mm/year  

 

22 ð 87% of historic  

April 1 SWE 

Mean annual precipitation 592,642 mm/year  486,968 mm/year ð 

690,832 mm/year  

 

82% - 117% of historic 

annual precipitation 

Mean annual surface water 

runoff and groundwater 

recharge 

 

337,494 mm/year  233,175 mm/year ð 

406,063 mm/year  

69% - 120% of historic 

runoff and recharge 

Summer maximum daily 

temperature (Jun, Jul, Aug) 

76° F  78° F ð 85° F 2° F - 9° F increase in 

summer maximum daily 

temperature 

 

Winter minimum daily 

temperature (Dec, Jan, Feb) 

18° F  20° F ð 23° F 2° F ð 5° F increase in 

winter minimum daily 

temperature 

 

These projections are from the CSIRO-MK3-SA1B, MIROC5-RCP2.6, IPSL-CMSA-LR-RCP8.5, and MIROC-

ESM-RCP8.5 climate models, which were selected because they capture a range of possible conditions that 

might be experienced in the meadow watershed across projected temperature and precipitation. 

 

Summary of Climate Projections:  

¶ Increase in summer maximum daily temperature and winter minimum daily temperature 

¶ Increase in extreme heat days and heat waves  

¶ Decrease in April 1 snow water equivalent and winter snowpack  

¶ Potential increase or decrease in annual precipitation 

¶ Potential increase or decrease in surface water runoff and groundwater recharge 

¶ More winter precipitation falling as rain than snow  

¶ Increase in winter rain-on-snow (high flow) events and associated extreme winter floods 

¶ Earlier peak snowmelt and runoff  

¶ Shift in centroid timing to earlier in the year and reduction in late-season base flow 

¶ Droughts will be hotter, more severe, and more frequent  

¶ Increased probability of high-severity fire 

¶ Increased climatic water deficit and less soil moisture  
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Section II: Strategic Conservation Planning 
This section describes how climate change can be integrated into a strategic conservation 

planning process. The Land Trust Alliance recommends that land trusts develop a strategic 

conservation plan to identify the most valuable resources to protect and strategic priorities 

within the context of the broader landscape, your land trustõs mission, and emerging threats 

such as climate change (Amundsen 2011). For the purposes of this section, we outline one 

possible approach to strategic conservation planning, which includes the following steps:  

¶ Set the scope and define goals and conservation targets 

¶ Assess and analyze the conservation situation 

¶ Evaluate and select conservation priorities 

¶ Develop an action plan and strategies to help achieve your goals 

This section describes these steps (after Amundsen 2011; Conservation Measures 

Partnership 2013) and provides input as to how climate change can be incorporated 

throughout a strategic conservation planning process. These steps are not necessarily linear 

and may be happening simultaneously. This process and examples primarily center on the 

conservation of natural resources (e.g., species, ecosystems, and natural landscapes), 

though the concepts and strategies discussed are also applicable to other goals, such as 

conservation of agricultural and/or cultural resources. 

Set the scope and define goals and conservation targets  
An initial step in a strategic conservation planning process is to frame the project by 

clarifying the purpose and objectives, setting the appropriate scope and scale, determining 

the end-product, and defining your conservation targets and goals. The purpose of the 

process could be to identify new priority geographies or parcels for land protection. Specific 

objectives could be to identify conservation targets and threats in your region, identify 

landowners for outreach, and/or identify new partners.  

 

The scope, scale, and end product of the planning process will generally flow from your 

purpose and objectives. This includes identifying the target geographic area and the time 

scale for decision-making. The geographic scale could range in size from a small watershed 

upwards to your entire region of focus, such as a county or state. End products could be a 

strategic conservation plan, a parcel analysis, a series of maps, and/or a list of priority 

parcels. You should also clarify the time-scale under which you will implement or apply the 

results of your planning process. 

 

This step also involves establishing conservation targets and goals that flow from your land 

trustõs mission (Amundsen 2011). Conservation targets include natural and cultural 

conservation values of interest, such as specific species, ecosystems, habitats, cultural 

resources, agricultural resources, and ecological processes (e.g., oak woodlands, acorn 

woodpecker, historic ranches, hydrological connectivity), while goals describe in more broad, 

qualitative terms the conditions and processes you would like to see on the ground as a 

result of plan implementation (e.g., network of conserved connected lands, viable 

agricultural lands that remain in production). Your team could also establish a shared vision 

of what you want to accomplish. 
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Climate change can be incorporated into this step by establishing goals informed by possible 

future conditions. Land conservation has been traditionally implemented under the 

assumption that the distribution of target species, habitats, ecosystems, and agriculturally 

viable lands will be static and unchanging over time and in space, and that permanent land 

protection is sufficient to conserve these targets in perpetuity (Stein et al. 2014). However, 

climate change is likely to impact the distribution of conservation targets across the 

landscape and lead to landscape-scale change (e.g., species range shifts, alterations to 

ecosystem processes, ecosystem transitions, unsuitable climatic conditions to support 

current agricultural crops; Figure 1). This requires understanding the long-term climate 

projections for your project area and associated climate impacts and vulnerabilities. This 

information can then be used to define forward-looking goals framed in the context of 

landscape-scale change, rather than defining goals under the assumption that historic 

conditions will persist into the future (Stein et al. 2014).  

 

Climate change can also be integrated into this step by setting goals and targets at multiple 

scales in order to achieve multiple benefits across the landscape (Table 1). Goal setting can 

occur at the scales of species, ecosystems, and landscapes. This approach can help 

conserve species and their habitats while also ensuring that ecological and evolutionary 

processes can continue to operate across landscapes (Schmitz et al. 2015). Setting goals at 

multiple scales can also help account for some of the uncertainty surrounding climate 

change by identifying and prioritizing projects or a portfolio of projects that together result in 

multiple benefits. We define multiple benefit projects as efforts designed to meet societal 

and/or cultural needs and enhance ecological function and habitat quality for fish and 

wildlife. Considering multiple scales can help achieve benefits at the finer scales of species 

and habitats while also achieving benefits for landscape-scale patterns and processes, such 

as habitat connectivity, ecosystem functionality, and disturbance regimes (e.g., wildfire, 

floods). 

 

Figure 1: Projected current and future distribution of Douglas-fir potential habitat in western North America through late-century 

(Weiskittel et al. 2012). Climate change will alter the distribution of species and their habitats, thus goals should be framed in the 

context of landscape-scale change.  
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Table 1: Examples of the multiple scales at which targets and goals can be set, from a 

species and habitat perspective (tidal marsh) and an ecosystem services perspective 

(water quality). 
Scale Tidal Marsh Targets Water Quality Targets 

Species At-risk tidal marsh-dependent species, such 

as Ridgwayõs rail and salt marsh harvest 

mouse  

 

Water quality indicator species, such as 

macroinvertebrates, and target species, 

such as steelhead trout 

Ecosystem Mudflats, tidal marshes, and uplands 

 

Wetlands, riparian areas, streams, rivers 

Landscape Lateral connectivity between tidal marshes 

and vertical connectivity from mudflats to 

tidal marshes and to adjacent uplands  

Hydrological connectivity between 

streams and their floodplains, 

connectivity between groundwater and 

wetlands 

 

 

Text Boxes 2 and 3 describe several climate-smart land conservation strategies that can be 

integrated into your goal setting process. These strategies will be further explored in the next 

step, which focuses on assessing and analyzing the conservation situation. 
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Text Box 2: Strengthening Best Practices 
 

Protect current representative patterns of biodiversity. Practitioners should protect 

biodiversity òhotspotsó and ecosystems that typically support high numbers of species 

because areas that currently support high biodiversity may continue to do so under climate 

change, though the exact species may change (Schmitz et al. 2015). This best practice can 

be made climate-smart by identifying and protecting several representative habitats that 

support high biodiversity. This òecological redundancyó can help avert the risk associated 

with protecting only one representative habitat, which may be more vulnerable to climate 

impacts and other threats (Watson et al. 2012). This can involve identifying and protecting 

both small, locally important habitat patches (e.g., headwater spring that is likely to provide 

perennial cold water; Wintle et al. 2019) as well as large habitat patches and consider how 

ecological connectivity between these patches can be protected and restored to facilitate 

speciesõ movements.  

 

Protect large, intact natural landscapes. Protecting large, intact natural landscapes is a best 

practice that land trusts should continue to utilize and strengthen as part of climate 

adaptation efforts (Schmitz et al. 2015). This practice can help maintain viable populations 

of target species and maximize the adaptive capacity of such populations by protecting 

genetic diversity and evolutionary resilience. This practice can also be made climate-smart 

by explicitly identifying, protecting, and incorporating climate refugia into large protected 

area networks, although such networks are likely to encompass some refugia by nature of 

their size (Watson et al. 2012). Climate refugia are areas on the landscape least likely to 

undergo rapid climate-induced changes. Large, intact landscapes can also help conserve 

ònatureõs stageó ðdiverse geological features, topographical features, and soils that are 

correlated with biodiversity (Hjort et al. 2015; Lawler et al. 2015). Finally, this strategy can 

also be made climate-smart by modeling large-scale shifts in species distribution and 

vegetation change in response to climate projections to identify high priority areas on the 

landscape that may be important future habitat.  

 

Protect, sustain, and enhance ecological connectivity. Protecting, sustaining, and enhancing 

ecological connectivity is one of the most commonly cited climate adaptation strategies for 

biodiversity conservation (Schmitz et al. 2015). This strategy increases adaptive capacity by 

allowing species and communities to respond to climate change through dispersal and 

colonization, which in turn can help increase evolutionary resiliency by potentially increasing 

gene flow. Connecting habitat patches across a larger landscape can also help extend the 

potential climate space for species (Gillson et al. 2013). Practitioners can identify, protect, 

and manage connectivity corridors between existing habitat patches and protected areas 

and inform the management of the intervening matrix and connectivity corridors for which 

total protection is unlikely to be practical (Groves et al. 2012). Practitioners should pay 

attention to both structural connectivity, related to the spatial arrangement of protected 

areas across the landscape, as well as functional connectivity, which refers to the behavioral 

response of target species to the physical landscape structure (Groves et al. 2012).  
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Text Box 3: Experimenting with Emerging Practices  
  
Protect, sustain, and manage land for ecological processes and ecosystem functions.  

Practitioners should protect, sustain, and manage land for ecological processes and 

ecosystem functions, such as carbon and nutrient cycling, hydrology, and disturbance 

regimes like fire and floods (Groves et al. 2012; Glick et al. 2011; Schmitz et al. 2015). 

Practitioners can identify, protect, manage, and restore ecosystems that play important roles 

in such processes, such as wetlands and floodplains. This strategy can be enhanced 

through integration with other best practices, such as protecting biodiversity hotspots and 

connectivity corridors. Biodiversity is strongly correlated with ecosystem functioning, and 

landscape connectivity can facilitate large-scale ecological processes.  

 

Protect habitat patches at edges of speciesõ ranges and future habitat spaces. Climate 

change will likely lead to shifts in speciesõ ranges upwards in elevation and northwards in 

latitude. Practitioners should protect habitat patches along the leading edges of target 

speciesõ ranges, especially north edges and upslope edges (Schmitz et al. 2015). 

Practitioners can also use species distribution models and climate projections to identify 

and protect future climate space for target species. These identified areas can be 

incorporated into priority setting in conjunction with other strategies and goals. Monitoring 

speciesõ responses to climate change will be essential in order to test the validity of models 

and assumptions about changes to speciesõ ranges. 

 

Identify and protect climate refugia. Practitioners can identify and protect climate refugia, 

which are areas on the landscape least likely to undergo rapid climate-induced changes 

(Glick et al. 2011; Groves et al. 2012; Gillson et al. 2013; Schmitz et al. 2015). Refugia can 

buffer speciesõ exposure to climate change, allowing species to persist in situ. Climate 

refugia can be identified by drawing on past, current, and projected climate data, as well as 

by identifying areas where high topographic diversity creates a wide array of microclimates 

in close proximity and in consultation with local experts (Groves et al. 2012). Mountain 

valleys and meadows, drainages, and riparian areas (Seavy et al. 2009) are examples of 

areas on the landscape where temperature may be less than the surrounding landscape, 

providing species with a buffer against climatic exposure.  

 

Protect the geophysical setting. There is a strong correlation between geophysical diversity, 

characterized by diverse geological features, topographical features, and soils within 

different land facets, and biodiversity (Hjort et al. 2015; Lawler et al. 2015). Protecting 

areas of high geodiversity may in turn protect biodiversity (Schmitz et al. 2015). This 

òconserving the stageó approach assumes that areas with high geodiversity will continue to 

support high levels of biodiversity in the future, even if the species themselves change over 

time. Species may disperse into such areas with high geodiversity (Groves et al. 2012). 

Practitioners should also ensure that geophysical settings currently under-represented in 

protected areas are also prioritized. For example, valleys and other low-lying areas that lack 

topographical diversity are often used for agricultural production and human development, 

and thus are under-represented in conservation portfolios.  
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Assess and analyze the conservation situation with a focus on future 

conditions 
The next step is assessing and analyzing the conservation situation with a focus on future 

conditions. This involves gathering information relevant to the geographic scope of your 

process as well as to your conservation goals and targets; it may also involve identifying and 

mapping your conservation targets and assessing threats to those targets, such as 

development, fragmentation, and land use (Amundsen 2011). Information can be gathered 

from a variety of sources, such as interviews with partners and experts; a literature review of 

relevant reports, plans, and articles; discussions with key decision-makers in your 

community; review of available field data; and models of current and future distributions of 

target species.  

Climate change can be integrated into this 

step by gathering information on relevant 

climate projections, evaluating how 

changing climatic conditions may impact 

your conservation targets and goals, and 

gathering data that can help you implement 

best practices (see Section I and Appendix 

B). Consider conducting a literature review 

to identify articles, reports, white papers, 

and existing climate models that discuss 

climate projections and impacts to target 

species and ecosystems. For example, there 

may be existing information about how a 

target species or ecosystem is projected to 

shift its distribution in response to climate 

change (Figure 2), how connectivity across 

the landscape might be best designed to 

support climate-driven range shifts, or 

which crops are likely to remain viable 

under future climatic conditions. Depending 

on the time and resources available to you, 

your team may want to consider engaging in 

scenario planning (see Moore et al. 2013) 

or conducting vulnerability assessments for 

your conservation targets (see Section IV).  

Throughout your planning process, your land trust should consider climate projections and 

impacts at multiple scales, including to target species, ecosystems, and the broader 

landscape. Avoiding consideration of climate projections may result in missed conservation 

opportunities as well as overlooked climate impacts to targets and goals, resulting in 

acquisitions that may not be able to support their current conservation values into the 

future. Examining climate projections at the broader landscape scale can help identify 

important areas to sustain large-scale ecological processes, such as connectivity corridors 

that allow species to shift their distributions in response to climate change. At finer scales, 

you can use climate projections and the likelihood of extreme events (such as droughts, 

floods, and fire) to identify potential vulnerabilities to conservation targets (Figure 3). You 

Figure 2: Predicted probability of fisher year-round 

occurrence in the Sierra Nevada, CA, in 2046-2065 

under the CSIRO Mk3 A2 climate model. Maps such as 

these can be used to identify potential future habitat 

spaces for target species. Image from DataBasin and 

data from Spencer and Rustigian-Romsos (2012). 
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can use this information to inform both land protection and management strategies to 

reduce vulnerabilities.   

  

 

Throughout this process, you may find that there is uncertainty associated with the climate 

projections for your region. You can respond to this uncertainty by focusing on climate-smart 

strategies such as protecting climate refugia, connectivity corridors, and the geophysical 

setting, all of which can facilitate adaptation without explicitly weighing one climate scenario 

over another.  

Evaluate and select conservation priorities 
The information gathered in the previous step should be used to evaluate and select 

conservation priorities. Depending on the purpose and deliverable(s) of your planning 

process, this might result in a list of individual parcels ranked based on established criteria, 

or a map of focus areas (Amundsen 2011).   

 

Climate change can be integrated into this step by evaluating whether your previously 

established conservation goals and targets are relevant, feasible, and achievable in light of 

your analysis of the conservation situation and identified climate projections, impacts, and 

vulnerabilities. This can help you determine whether your goals and targets should be 

revised, or if others should be included. This may lead to difficult conversations about which 

conservation targets to prioritize given changing conditions as well as potential uncertainty 

about the likelihood of the identified climate vulnerabilities and projections. This requires 

understanding and evaluating tradeoffs and accounting for and adopting strategies robust 

to uncertainty, which in turn may actually lead to innovation and identification of new 

priorities that may not have been considered previously (see also Section IV). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Target: 

Steelhead Trout

Projections: 
Decreased stream 
flow, more frequent 

and intense 
droughts

Vulnerability: 

Stress and direct 
mortality of 

steelhead trout from 
increased water 

temperatures and 
declines in stream 

baseflow

Action: 

Protect properties 
that can serve as 

climate refugia and 
with streams 

projected to undergo 
less change in 

temperature and 
baseflow

Figure 3: Example of how to use climate projections to identify potential vulnerabilities to a conservation 

target and design actions to address the vulnerability through climate-smart strategic conservation 

planning.  
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Table 2: Example of a conventional goal versus a climate-smart goal. 
Goal Type Goal Potential Long-Term Outcome 

Conventional Protect existing tidal marshes from 

development.  

Protection of a narrow band of existing tidal 

marshes along the coastline that are unable 

to migrate in response to sea level rise 

because of incompatible land uses in 

adjacent uplands, resulting in tidal marsh 

drowning.  

 

Climate-Smart Protect existing tidal marshes that are 

likely to recruit sufficient sediment to 

aggrade at a pace to match sea level rise 

and also protect associated uplands to 

allow for the natural process of marsh 

migration in response to sea level rise. 

 

Prioritization of larger parcels or a series of 

connected parcels that will result in protection 

of existing tidal marsh as well as adjacent 

uplands, allowing for marsh migration and 

ecosystem adaptation to sea level rise.  

 

Table 2 provides an example of how a 

conventional goal might be revised in 

light of climate projections. The 

original goal was made under the 

assumption that current conditions 

will persist into the future, while the 

climate-smart goal incorporates 

climate projections and assumes that 

the landscape will undergo climate-

driven change in the distribution of 

conservation values. Your team should 

be prepared to discuss the benefits, 

tradeoffs, and uncertainty associated 

with different potential priorities in the 

context of your overarching goals, 

climate change, and other important 

considerations (e.g., feasibility, 

landowner preparedness, etc.).  

 

You can also use the best practices in 

the previous text boxes to evaluate 

and select conservation priorities. 

Considering factors such as climate 

refugia, the geophysical setting, and 

connectivity corridors might result in 

identification of new priorities that 

might not have been considered 

previously (Figure 4).  

 

 

Figure 4: Natural Landscape Blocks and Essential 

Connectivity Areas in California. Analyses such as these can 

help prioritize conservation of large areas important to 

maintaining ecological integrity (Spencer et al. 2010).  


































































