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So, we’ve declared a 
climate emergency…
now what?
Implications for practice…and 
humanity.

https://www.dw.com/en/climate-emergency-new-hope-or-just-empty-words/a-49523833



What’s in a word…the framing and 
reframing of climate discourse



Climate change discourse framing 

Risk Crisis Emergency



Climate change discourse framing 

Risk Crisis Emergency

Future-
oriented; 

manageable; 
low political 

pressure

A time of intense 
difficulty, trouble, 
or danger; finite 

timeframe

Urgent; 
impactful; 

present-focused 



What’s in a word… 
”climate emergency”

It wasn’t until 2016 that “climate emergency” first came to used in 
mainstream media outlets.  

The Oxford Dictionary declared “climate emergency” Word of the Year for 
2019 and defines it as“a situation in which urgent action is required to 
reduce or halt climate change and avoid potentially irreversible 
environmental damage resulting from it” (Oxford Dictionaries, 2019).



What is a “climate emergency 
declaration” (CED)?





What is a CED?
Motion passed by council that 
acknowledges the seriousness of the 
climate crisis. 

Most motions contain a problem 
statement, but often no concrete 
plans for action. 

In the UK, only 62% of local 
authorities had followed up on their 
declarations with a new or revised 
Climate Action Plan.



Where did this all begin?

First climate emergency declared 
in 2016 in Darebin, Australia 

First climate emergency 
declaration in UK was Bristol in 
2018 

UK Parliament declared climate 
emergency in May, 2019



Canada’s national climate emergency 
declaration (CED)

Canadian Parliament declared 
climate emergency June 17, 
2019 

Motion passed with 186 votes to 
63.



CEDs in Canada municipalities 

Vancouver, British Columbia 
(January 26, 2019) 

Kingston, Ontario (March 6, 2019) 

642 municipalities across Canada 
have declared a climate 
emergency (Random Acts of 
Green, January 18, 2022)

https://www.lonelyplanet.com/articles/getting-around-vancouver



Considerations 

How are Canadian municipalities 
operationalizing their climate 
emergency declarations?



Considerations

Have municipal climate 
emergency declarations impacted 
other urban actors? 

https://cleanenergycanada.org/all-stories/doug-tarry-jr-found-calling-2/



Considerations

Placebo politics? 

Placebo responses a less risky 
means of doing something to 
avoid policy traps (McConnell, 
2020). 





https://screenrant.com/spacex-bankruptcy-possible-elon-musk-email-report/



Considerations

How does the climate emergency 
intersect with other emergencies 
(health; war; inequality)?

https://www.fda.gov/consumers/consumer-updates/covid-19-test-basics



Summary

Climate framing has shifted in recent years from future risk to current crisis; 
this has helped catalyze the trend to declare climate emergies in cities and 
regions around the world. 

Climate emergency declarations are statements adopted by city councils 
intended to catalyze climate action (although not always effective). 

We need to examine the impacts of these declarations for policy, planning, 
and people.


