
Quarterly Climate Adaptation Forum | March 5, 2021
Sustainable
Solutions
Lab

Overcoming Barriers to Resilience: Individual & 
Multijurisdictional Approaches

Julie Wormser
Deputy Director

Mystic River Watershed Association



Reaching Across 
Boundaries:

Climate Resilience 
in Boston’s Mystic 
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Mystic River 
Watershed
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1877 US Coast Survey of 
Boston Harbor 
(mapjunction.com)



2021 Google Earth photo 
of Boston Harbor 
(mapjunction.com)

1878 NOAA Chart of 
Boston Harbor
(mapjunction.com)



We have 
a major  
governance 
challenge.

• 76 square miles
• 600,000+ people 
• 21 municipalities

• 85 square miles
• 800,000+ people
• 1 municipality

Mystic River Watershed Amsterdam



What can 
Amsterdam 
do that we 
can’t?

 Raise local and regional funds.

 Strengthen local building codes.

 Plan and regulate on a watershed scale.

The Commonwealth tightly controls our laws and 
taxes; our system is designed to move slowly.

This now makes it really hard for cities and towns to 
protect ourselves.
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However, 
some good 
news

 Multiple climate-forward cities and towns are in the 
Mystic, along with outstanding universities.  

 We do control zoning.

 The State Municipal Vulnerability Preparedness (MVP) 
program is providing support and funding.

 Our municipal staff are among the best people you’ll 
ever meet.
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Resilient 
Mystic 
Collaborative

• Voluntary 
partnership of 20 
cities and towns

• Founded in 2018

• 98% of watershed
• Secured $2.5 

million in regional 
climate funding



Vision

We work together on regional projects that no 
single city or town can accomplish alone.

We are data-driven.

We are action-oriented.

We are pragmatic and optimistic.

We are mutually supportive.

Our structure lets us succeed and learn.
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Steering 
Committee

Professionally facilitated, regionally funded.

Voting members are all municipal staff.

Non-voting experts participate in discussions.

Working groups are more inclusive.

C
re

d
it

: 
Je

ss
e

 C
o

st
a



Working 
Groups



Upper Mystic 
Stormwater
Management
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Goal:  17 communities work together to 
manage stormwater flooding.

Cambridge and Lexington have received $1.3 
million in EPA and regional MVP action grants 
on behalf of RMC.

We identified and ranked over 400 potential 
stormwater wetlands and are working on 75-
100% design for the first three projects.



Goal:  We have the highest concentration of 
critical regional infrastructure in New England.  
We don’t want it to fail during and after major 
coastal storms.

We have secured a $400,000 MVP action grant 
to do a regional vulnerability assessment.

By mid-2021, we will identify key needs for 
capital and operational improvements based 
on keeping residents and workers safe.

Lower Mystic 
Infrastructure
Storm-
hardening
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Goal:  Prevent extreme weather from harming 
the health, housing and livelihood of our most 
vulnerable residents and workers.

Over $500,000 from the Barr Foundation and 
MVP have allowed us to hire dedicated staff 
and pursue Wicked Hot Mystic, a watershed-
wide assessment of urban heat islands.

Our regional working group is working to 
integrate social resilience into municipal 
actions.  

Mystic-wide 
Social 
Resilience
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Goal:  Use our strength as a region to 
influence statewide policy and funding:

 Increase resiliency of the Amelia Earhart Dam

 Propose improvements to the Stormwater 
Handbook and MVP grants program

Pursue increased statewide climate resilient 
funding

Advocacy 
and 
Outreach
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Two 
Examples:

Flooding 
and Heat



Regional 
Stormwater 
Management



Started with 
City of 
Cambridge 
hydrologic 
model



Added local 
stormwater 
infrastructure 
across 17 
communities



465 
candidate 
stormwater 
wetlands 
winnowed to 
18.  Three 
are funded 
for 75-100% 
design.



What else?

Active 
reservoir 
management, 
coordinated 
de-paving, 
zoning…



Wicked Hot 
Mystic

Redlining in Boston, 1935

Source: Mapping Inequality, richmond.edu

Current Heat vulnerability

Source: http://climate-vulnerability.mapc.org/



2019 Wicked 
Hot Boston 
will be 
expanded in 
2021 to the 
full watershed



Volunteers 
from every 
community 
will measure 
heat, humidity 
and air quality



Results will 
drive 
community-
designed 
interventions



http://resilient.mysticriver.org

julie.wormser@mysticriver.org


