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Figure 4: Regional sample areas for targeted MCCAP content analysis & site locations of regional focus 
groups (Amherst, Port Hawkesbury, Bridgewater and Shelburne, Nova Scotia: September 2014) 

Primary data collection utilized four regional MCCAP focus groups (n=35 municipal 

adaptation stakeholders, see Figure Four) to collect data for analysis and iterative testing 

through one online survey (n=26 municipal adaptation stakeholders). Research findings 

largely reflect the opinions of the purposively targeted demographic: municipal land-use 

planners tasked with preparing MCCAPs for municipalities.  

In this study, iterative testing of focus group findings (26% representative sample of 

Nova Scotia municipalities) used an online survey that garnered a 36% representative 

sample of all Nova Scotia municipalities. In this regard, the results of the iterative-online 

survey provide a more than a one-third representative sample of the opinion of the target 

demographic of municipal adaptation planning stakeholders.  

While focus group findings preliminarily identified a wide range of social factors worthy 

of further verification and in-depth analysis at the case level, the iterative use of an online 

survey was carefully selected as a research method to re-test focus group results in order 

produce prioritized opinion trends about impactful social factors worthy of further depth 

illustration in individual MCCAP municipal planning case contexts. The online survey 

provided a means for narrowing the scope of furthering illustrative, depth and cross-case 

Adapting to Climate Change:  
The Case of Multi-Level Governance and  

Municipal Adaptation Planning in Nova Scotia, Canada 
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Western Ontario 

Findings Summary: The study finds the monetization of adaptation planning using the Gas Tax exemplifies a powerful and enabling 
multi-level governance mechanism to initiate and support local adaptive capacity building in the form of adaptation planning for 
local climate risks and vulnerabilities in Nova Scotia municipalities. The study finds that significant resource and capacity gaps, 
lack of political leadership, low levels of public demand and poor inter-governmental coordination hinder the integration of MCCAPs 
into municipal policies and practices. These social barriers may undermine the longer term sustainability of adaptation governance 
efforts to address climate change risks and vulnerabilities at the local scale in Nova Scotia municipalities. !
!

Study Recommendations: Significant policy-making opportunities exist for improving municipal adaptation efforts through multi-level 
governance. A key policy opportunity is to allow municipalities greater flexibility in the capacity-building activities deemed to be 
eligible for funding under the federal-provincial Gas Tax funding agreement. This notably includes opportunities for allowing 
municipalities to increase staff and human resources to capacitate the integration of climate change adaptation planning and 
policy-making into municipal governance. Creating staff positions to facilitate regional collaboration, internal collaboration, bylaws 
and strategic planning and municipal climate decision support, over time, can support municipal capacity-building and integration 
to sustainably adapt to climate change risks impacting Nova Scotia municipalities at the local scale, providing a model for 
advancing adaptation through multi-level governance to support local stakeholders.!
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Nova Scotia is the only province in Canada to mandatorily require municipalities to complete 'Municipal Climate Change Action Plans' (MCCAP) using the federal Gas Tax as a multi-level 
governance policy mechanism and incentive to initiate municipal adaptation planning (SNSMR, 2011). Under the supervision of Dr. Gordon McBean (Geography, UWO), and through 
partnership development and research funding from NCE-MEOPAR, this PhD research study developed and operationalized a functional, thematic case study methodology (Vogel and 
Henstra, 2015 in Global Environmental Change 31: 110-120) for exploring and describing the social factors impacting municipal climate change adaptation planning processes in Nova 
Scotia and its municipalities. Adaptation governance is defined as ‘the sets of decisions, actors, processes, institutional structures and mechanisms, including the division of authority and 
underlying norms, involved in determining a course of action [for adaptation]’ (Moser, 2009:315). The MCCAP case study provides an ideal, applied research environment to investigate 
the impactful social factors that enable and constrain adaptation planning and policy-making at both the provincial scale, and in different municipal contexts. Research methods utilized 
included preliminary content analysis of municipal adaptation plans; followed by four regional adaptation stakeholder focus groups (4 locations; 23 municipal stakeholders from 14 
municipalities;12 non-municipal stakeholders), targeted municipal adaptation stakeholder interviews (6 stakeholders from 3 municipalities; 4 non-municipal stakeholders); and an iterative 
online survey with municipal stakeholders (26 municipal stakeholders from 19 municipalities). The iterative survey results represented a 36% sample of Nova Scotia municipalities. !
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greenhouse gases and adapting to climate impacts in Canadian municipalities using 

multi-level governance frameworks.  

These empirical findings raise conceptual attention to how access to resources is a key 

social factor impacting and constraining municipal adaptation planning and policy 

integration in the multi-level adaptation governance context of Nova Scotia, Canada. 

Based on research findings, Figure Seven provides a conceptual illustration of the social 

landscape of impactful factors affecting stakeholder engagement and adaptation 

integration in the Nova Scotia MCCAP process. 

 

Figure 7: MCCAP stakeholder engagement and adaptation policy integration barriers and opportunities   

Social factors impacting municipal adaptation planning in Nova Scotia municipalities 

reveal important roles and responsibilities for actors within multi-level adaptation 

governance frameworks. Key vertical, horizontal multi-level and complex social aspects 

of a diverse social landscapes and place-based issues of multi-level policy power, 
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Figure 6: Conceptual illustration of social factors impacting municipal adaptation capacity building, 
policy formulation and risk prioritization in Nova Scotia, Canada 

5.6 Summary 

This Chapter has constructed and manifested an unorthodox qualitative research 

approach for exploratory depth description of prioritized social factors impacting 

municipal adaptation planning processes. The evidence suggests that in the case of Nova 

Scotia, adaptation policy initiation through a multi-level governance financial incentive 

acted as a critical pre-condition for the initiation of adaptation policies and plans in 

municipalities. However, the contributive aspects of recent and historical ‘focusing’ 

events to help set the agenda and frame the problem for municipal climate change 

planning were also noticeable. This chapter has raised discussion of the material 

differences in staff capacity between adaptation individual cases. The evidence suggests 

that the sustainability planner in Municipality B clearly contributed added value to the 

MCCAP process that was not apparent in either of the other two cases. The abilities for 
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 Shelburne Bridgewater Amherst 

Population 1686 

(-10.3% 2006-2011) 

8241 

(+3.7% 2006-2011) 

9,717 

(+2.2% 2006-2011) 

Size 9 km2 13.6 km2 12 km2 

Top 
Climate 

Adaptation 
Concerns 

Coastal flooding, inland 
flooding, drought 

Extreme weather, 
flooding, lack of capacity 
for emergency planning; 
vulnerable infrastructure 
and populations; social 

and economic 
vulnerabilities 

Marshland flooding and 
inland flooding 

Table 3: Case study profiles (MCCAP Plans, 2014; Statistics Canada, 2012) 

Shelburne and Bridgewater are located on the Atlantic Coast of Nova Scotia, while 

Amherst is located in proximity to the Bay of Fundy and the Northumberland Coast of 

the Gulf of St. Lawrence, in an area of coastal marshes historically subjected to risks of 

overland flooding impacting transportation and waste water infrastructure. Shelburne has 

a deep-water harbour, a historic waterfront and municipal infrastructure exposed to North 

Atlantic hurricanes and storms, while Bridgewater is located on two sides of a coastal 

river subject to ice jams risks to bridges and risks of urban flooding, as climate impacts of 

top concern. 

Six municipal adaptation stakeholders from these three municipalities were anonymously 

interviewed. Participants included: a land-use planner (Municipality A), a sustainability 

planner and a councilor (Municipality B), an emergency response coordinator 

(Municipality B/C), a chief administrative officer (CAO – Municipality C) and a mayor 

(Municipality C). Five of these six municipal interviewees also participated in the 

concurrent focus groups conducted in 2014 indicating the potential for respondent biases 

based on focus group participation. This issue was addressed as best as possible via the 

utilization of a standard interview guide and adherence to interview protocol (Appendix 

F2). To protect interviewees’ anonymity, municipalities’ locational attributes have been 

altered from place names to letters. One study limitation to across case comparability was 
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Figure 5: Three purposively selected municipalities for exploratory, descriptive 'across individual case' 
analysis of social factors impacting municipal planning and policy making in multi-level governance 
contexts: Amherst, Bridgewater and Shelburne, Nova Scotia, Canada 

To accomplish this objective, Chapters Five and Six uses findings representing 

aggregated municipal adaptation stakeholders’ opinion trends about the social factors 

impacting MCCAP development as a rubric for scoping illustrative depth-investigation 

across the ‘individual case’ level of three municipalities. Illustrating how social factors 

can impact municipalities across individual cases provides further contextual depth and 

insight into the online survey findings. This chapter seeks to determine what social 

factors impact, enable and constrain climate change adaptation planning processes being 

initiated, developed and capacitated in the multi-level governance case of Nova Scotian 

municipalities tasked with the MCCAP mandate. 

5.2 Within MCCAP case study: ‘across individual case’ 
strategy and conceptual propositions  

This section of the chapter will describe the mixed qualitative research 

methodology developed and employed in this within, ‘across individual case’ study 

analysis as a necessary preface to presenting the analytic results and discussing study 

findings.  
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Figure 3: MCCAP stakeholder collaborations - conceptual diagram of multi-level adaptation governance 
in Nova Scotia (Based on content analysis of 22 municipalities in 4 regions selected for focus groups) 
NOTE: Shading denotes bounded scope of case inquiry 

2.5.2.2 Focus groups and online survey analysis 

Building from the content analysis findings, field investigation and data collection 

advanced opportunities for further description and analysis of social factors impacting 

municipalities in the MCCAP multi-level adaptation governance framework, based on the 

perspectives of municipal adaptation stakeholders. The research goal was to advance 

knowledge of the social factors impacting municipal adaptation in multi-level governance 

contexts by determining: i) what were considered prioritized social impact factors at the 

aggregate level; and, ii) illustrating prioritized social impact factors comparatively by 

using individual cases of adaptation planning to thematically explore and describe 

similarities, differences and contrasting patterns across cases and externally in 

relationship to the literature. Specifically, the study used ‘within MCCAP’ analysis of 

provincial data to produce aggregated opinion trends about social impact factors affecting 

municipal adaptation processes. Producing ‘within MCCAP’ case insights used focus 

groups (See Appendices E1 and E2) to gather a breadth of data for iterative testing using 

an online survey (See Appendices G1-G4).  
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Figure 2: Conceptual framework for MCCAP case study analysis 

The research question in this study is: What are the social factors that impacted municipal 

climate change adaptation policy and planning processes in the multi-level governance 

context of Nova Scotia’s MCCAP? Based on the literature, three policy-making themes 

of conceptual interest are posited to be important for answering this research question. In 

the MCCAP multi-level adaptation governance case study, the three conceptual themes of 

research interest include:  

1. The impactful social factors and conditions that lead to the initiation of municipal 

adaptation policies and plans in multi-level adaptation governance contexts;  

2. The impactful social factors and conditions that enable and constrain adaptation 

capacity-building in municipalities in multi-level adaptation governance contexts;  

3. The impactful social factors and conditions that enable and constrain adaptation 

planning and policy integration and implementation at the local scale in multi-

level adaptation governance contexts 
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Figure 1: MEOPAR Theme 2.1 - Adaptation policy and planning for reducing the impacts of climate 
change extremes in the coastal zone 

The overall objective of the study is to improve and increase knowledge about social 

factors impacting municipal adaptation policy and planning in multi-level governance 

contexts. To these ends, a core objective is to develop a method for using individual case 

studies to provide illustrative comparison of social factors impacting municipal 

adaptation processes within the MCCAP governance framework. The method developed 

for use seeks to provide knowledge and insight about what social factors impact 

municipal adaptation policy and planning in a multi-level governance context. In so 

doing, the study draws broader attention to social factors impacting municipal adaptation 

policy and planning in multi-level governance contexts through illustrative depth context, 

and insights derived from comparing empirical evidence to conceptual literature. 

Nova Scotia’s MCCAP case presents two opportunities for innovative research. First, the 

study provides an opportunity for documenting a multi-level governance framework for 

municipal adaptation processes that helps to address research gaps related to a lack of 

documented multi-level adaptation governance case examples (IPCC, 2014; Fussel and 

Figure 1: MEOPAR Theme 2.1 - Adaptation policy and planning for reducing the impacts of climate 
change extremes in the coastal zone (2012 - 2017)  !

Figure 8: Conceptual illustration of factors impacting municipal 
adaptation capacity building, policy formulation and risk prioritization 
in Nova Scotia, Canada!

Figure 2: Conceptual framework for MCCAP case study analysis !
Figure 3: MCCAP stakeholder collaborations - conceptual diagram of multi-level 
adaptation governance in Nova Scotia (Based on content analysis of 22 
municipalities in 4 regions selected for focus groups) NOTE: Shading denotes 
bounded scope of case inquiry!

Figure 6: Regional sample areas for targeted MCCAP content analysis 
& site locations of regional focus groups (Amherst, Port Hawkesbury, 
Bridgewater and Shelburne, Nova Scotia: September 2014)!

Figure 5: Three purposively selected municipalities for exploratory, descriptive 
'across individual case' analysis of social factors impacting municipal planning 
and policy making in multi-level governance contexts: Amherst, Bridgewater 
and Shelburne, Nova Scotia, Canada!

Figure 9: Conceptual illustration of factors impacting MCCAP 
stakeholder engagement and adaptation policy integration barriers 
and opportunities!
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Figure 9: Descriptive, illustrative demographic statistics of MCCAP committee structures based on content 
analysis of 22 MCCAPs in 4 regions selected for focus groups 

Search text queries for key words related to agenda-setting (e.g., ‘Gas Tax’; ‘ICSP’; ‘Integrated’) were also 
performed in NVivo to determine how widespread mention of the MCCAP gas tax policy mandate was in 
the MCCAP reports (See Appendix B4 for illustrative findings sample based on one region).  

While all municipalities were similarly tasked by the provincial government with the completion of an 
MCCAP in order to continue to receive Gas Tax funding, the content of the provincially implemented 
MCCAP policy (the MCCAP guidebook provided to all municipalities: SNSMR, 2011) was separately 
analyzed through a latent content analysis of the policy mandate to provide additional insight into the 
contextual policy instructions guiding the production of MCCAP plans (See Appendix B3).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Descriptive, illustrative demographic statistics of MCCAP committee 
structures based on content analysis of 22 MCCAPs in 4 regions selected for focus 
groups!

Focusing events 

Gas tax 

Capacity-building 
(Academia, 

Government) 

Regional 
collaboration 

Agenda setting  
&  

Problem framing 

Figure 7: Conceptual illustration of factors impacting municipal 
adaptation initiation, agenda-setting, problem-framing in Nova Scotia, 
Canada *Exploratory, descriptive case study results based on triangular analysis of iterative online 
survey results in excess of +75% participant agreement and corroborative assessment of municipal 
stakeholder interviews, focus group results and content analysis findings in contrast to the conceptual 
framework and thematic, functional heuristic devices (Vogel & Henstra, 2015) 
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Figure 8: Conceptual illustration of social factors impacting adaptation political support   

6.7 Summary 

  In Nova Scotia, harnessing provincial and local knowledge and expertise through 

multi-stakeholder collaborations appears to be socially important for coordinating the 

adaptation agenda and supporting first steps towards adaptation policy integration 

including by building political support for adaptation integration into the day-to-day 

activities in municipalities (Horak, 2012). Key findings of this across individual case 

study include:  

• Adaptation integration is affirmed to be required in Nova Scotia’s municipalities 

in order to provide policy coherence; however the evidence suggests that 

adaptation policy integration is hindered by institutional constraints and lack of 

political will and coordination across levels of government; 

Figure 10: Conceptual illustration of political factors impacting 
adaptation integration!

Vogel!

Based on content analysis of !
40 MCCAPs (Reeves, 2014)!
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