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The Pathway to Resilience: A Thousand Mile Journey of Action

The proverb "A journey of a thousand miles
begins with a single step" is a potent reminder
that even the most daunting of challenges are
overcome through incremental, intentional
action.

When it comes to designing and building a more
resilient future for our cities and towns—a
future capable of withstanding the increasing
frequency and severity of natural disasters and
other extreme weather events—that first step
has already been taken.

Many jurisdictions have begun to strengthen
building codes and practices, recognizing that
our infrastructure is the first line of defence.
However, it is just the beginning. The journey
ahead is long and requires a concerted effort to
mobilize public and private sector support for
the policies, regulatory actions, and cultural
shifts necessary to lower disaster risks and
fundamentally change how we design and build.

But the onward journey toward a truly resilient
future requires innovation, collaboration, and a
long-term perspective that values durability over
initial cost.

Phase 1: Mindset Shift and Collaborative Policy

The most critical initial step is a fundamental
mindset shift. We must move beyond viewing
natural disasters as rare, unpredictable events
and instead recognize them as a consistent,
escalating threat. It requires a new social
contract where resilience is not an afterthought
but a core principle of every planning and
construction decision.

Governments, at all levels, must lead the process
of change. It involves establishing robust,
forward-looking policies that integrate climate
risk into land-use planning, zoning regulations,

and infrastructure investment decisions. We
need to move from reactive rebuilding to
proactive, preventative action.

It may include discouraging new development in
high-risk areas, like floodplains and fire-prone
zones, and incentivizing the retrofitting of
existing structures to meet higher standards.
Policy should also be a powerful tool for
collaboration, creating forums where engineers,
urban planners, ecologists, and community
leaders can work together to design integrated
solutions.

Another key policy area is the reform of fiscal
incentives. Current systems often favour low-
cost construction over resilient design, with
disaster relief funding frequently subsidizing
rebuilding to the same vulnerable standards. We
need to flip this model. Policies should be
created that provide financial incentives—such
as tax credits, grants, or reduced insurance
premiums—for builders and homeowners who
adopt resilient materials and designs.

Phase 2: Innovation in Materials and Design

With a new policy framework in place, the focus
can shift to the physical elements of resilience.
The construction industry needs to accelerate
the adoption of innovative materials and design
principles that can withstand extreme weather.

Materials that Endure: The article previously
highlighted the importance of material choices.
The next phase could require pushing the
boundaries further. Research and development
should be prioritized for new composites, high-
performance concrete, and advanced wood
products that are more resistant to fire,
moisture, and seismic forces.
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We must also promote the use of traditional
materials that have proven their resilience over
centuries, such as mass timber, which offers
both structural strength and a lower carbon
footprint.

Adaptive and Passive Design: Resilient design is
not just about making things stronger; it's about
making them smarter. Buildings should be
designed to be adaptive, able to function even
when primary systems fail. This includes
incorporating passive features like natural
ventilation, daylighting, and rainwater
harvesting systems. In areas with high heat risk,
"cool roofs" and green infrastructure, like urban
forests and green walls, can significantly reduce
the urban heat island effect.

Modular and Off-Site Construction: The future of
resilient building may lie in off-site construction.
By building components in a controlled factory
environment, we can ensure a higher quality of
construction, reduce waste, and increase the
speed of both initial building and post-disaster
rebuilding. This is particularly valuable for
creating rapidly deployable housing and
temporary infrastructure after a significant
event.

Phase 3: Public Engagement and Community
Empowerment

No policy or technology will succeed without
public buy-in. The third phase of our journey is
about engaging and empowering communities
to become active participants in their resilience.

Public Awareness Campaigns: We need to launch
comprehensive public awareness campaigns
that educate citizens on the specific risks they
face and the steps they can take to mitigate
them. It includes providing information on home
retrofitting options, emergency preparedness,
and the value of resilient building practices.

Community-Led Resilience Planning: The best
resilience plans are not top-down; they are co-
created with the communities they serve. Local
governments should establish community
forums and workshops where residents can
contribute their local knowledge and priorities to
the planning process. This fosters a sense of
ownership and ensures that resilience strategies
are both practical and culturally appropriate.

Empowering the Private Sector: The private
sector is a key driver of innovation and change.
We must create partnerships with the insurance,
finance, and construction industries to align their
business models with resilience goals. For
example, the insurance industry can play a
pivotal role by offering incentives for resilient
construction, and banks can provide "resilience
mortgages" with favorable terms for properties
that meet high-durability standards.

The Long-Term Vision

The pathway to a resilient future is a continuous
journey of learning, adaptation, and
collaboration. It is not about a single solution but
about a holistic approach that connects policy,
technology, and community action. The ultimate
goal is to create communities that are not just
strong enough to withstand a disaster but are
also capable of absorbing the shock, recovering
quickly, and emerging even stronger. As we take
each step on the journey, we move closer to a
future where our cities are not defined by their
vulnerability but by their unwavering strength.

The Pacific Northwest Building Resilience Coalition is a
gathering of organizations committed to furthering the
planning, development, and construction of buildings and
associated infrastructure that is better able to recover
from and adapt to the growing impacts of an ever-
changing urban and physical environment. Follow us at
https://buildingresiliencecoalition.org/
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