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On September 30, 2021, we held our 15th Risk Mitigation Leadership Forum, "Protecting Communities from 
Climate Change", covering topics such as the science behind climate change, what to expect from its evolving 
impact and how we can better collaborate to help communities safeguard their future.

Using Portsmouth, Virginia as a case study to dissect adaptive strategies and risk mitigation solutions, 
we discussed how the city can serve as an example and how best practices can be applied to vulnerable 
communities across the globe. 

Here are three key takeaways from the conversation on how to protect our communities from current climate 
threats now to ensure a safer, more prosperous future for everyone tomorrow.

1. Know the risks before disaster strikes 
With climate change causing more frequent and severe natural disasters such as hurricanes, wildfires and 
floods, it’s important to understand how a natural disaster can damage a community well before it actually 
strikes. We must determine what we can mitigate before an event happens in order to eliminate costs after 
the catastrophe. At the local level, municipal governments, nonprofits and community organizations must 
come together to organize resources and identify areas to bolster flood protection and redevelopment. 

“Protecting communities and enabling prosperity is an important purpose and we’ve long applied our 
risk expertise and resources to drive better understanding of the impacts of climate change,” said Kevin 
O’Donnell, president and chief executive officer of RenaissanceRe.

2. Collaborate to identify community wants and needs
When people come together and are aligned about where to go and how to act – whether it’s engaging 
with different stakeholders, private sector leaders, or peers – it’s easier to help the community forge a path 
forward and discuss how to bring in resources from various programs. 

“If you combine and collaborate at the zone of implementation, you can develop innovative approaches 
and draw upon different funding sources,” said (Skip) Stiles Jr., Executive Director of the Wetland Watch. 
Discussing local and state grants is an important element of creating change, as federal funding can 
provide a tremendous amount of help.

3. Conquering our climate is a team effort 
Building relationships with other organizations and people who are working on flood issues is critical for 
helping our local communities, and we shouldn’t be afraid to make cold calls to other people in our local 
areas. It’s helpful to connect with developers, building managers, floodplain managers, and other people in 
the community. 
 
“My job is about building relationships and collaborating,” said Kristin Owen, Floodplain & Dam Safety 
Manager in Henrico County. “I’m trying to convince everyone else why they should care about flooding. We 
need to take ownership on a community scale, as flooding impacts all of us.”
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We’d like to thank all of our panelists, including; Dr. Ed Kearns, Chief Data Officer, First Street Foundation; 
Jessica Whitehead, Executive Director Institute for Coastal Adaptation & Resilience (ICAR); Brian Swets, 
Manager of Comprehensive and Strategic Planning City of Portsmouth; William A. (Skip) Stiles, Jr., Executive 
Director, Wetlands Watch; Roy E. Wright, President & Chief Executive Officer, Insurance Institute for Business & 
Home Safety; Jonathan (Jake) Clark, Managing Director, Guy Carpenter; Kristin Owen, Floodplain & Dam Safety 
Manager, Henrico County; Jamie Rhodes, Director, Insurance-Linked Finance, Re: Focus Partners; Antoine 
DeNoix, CEO, AXA Climate; Bridget Gainer, Vice President of Global Public Affairs, Aon; Chris Parry, Senior Vice 
President – Global Head of RenaissanceRe Capital Partners; Josh Saks, Deputy Secretary of Natural and Historic 
Resources, Commonwealth of Virginia; MaryAnn Tierney, FEMA Region 3 Administrator; Curtis Brown, State 
Coordinator for Virginia Department of Emergency Management; Meg Pittenger, Assistant Director of Planning, 
City of Portsmouth, and more. 

We also want to extend our gratitude to the hundreds of attendees who tuned in to learn how to help their 
communities. Tackling flood risk and other climate issues is a team effort, and no individual or organization can 
solve it on their own. We must continue to collaborate to inform decision-making and enhance solutions for all 
communities and stakeholders. 


