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Cuando el rio
cambio
de rumbo

A B2 story about climate adaptation, shared risk, and what
communities owe one another when water ignores political
boundaries.
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ANTES DE LEER

Prepare to read

After repeated floods, Santa Clara builds a barrier to protect its center. The project
works—but redirects water toward farms downstream, forcing residents to confront who
pays for safety.

Think critically

Is a flood-control project successful if it protects one community by increasing another
community's risk?

Reading goal

Evaluate environmental tradeoffs, shared responsibility, and adaptation under
uncertainty. Track how the definition of success changes.
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THE STORY - PART 1

The wall that worked

The Rio Verde had always changed slightly after winter storms. Older residents
remembered sandbars appearing and disappearing, but recent floods behaved
differently.

Warmer storms brought rain instead of mountain snow, sending water downstream in
sudden volumes. Santa Clara's schools, shops, and municipal buildings flooded twice in
five years.

The city built a concrete levee along the river bend. Engineers warned that the barrier
could alter water speed, but models predicted only minor downstream effects.

During the next major storm, the levee protected downtown exactly as designed. News
photographs showed dry streets beside the swollen river.

Ten kilometers away, water broke across farmland near El Paraiso, a small
unincorporated community. Fields that had never flooded deeply were covered for days.

Maria Torres lost young berry plants and equipment. Her neighbor's well became
contaminated.

City officials called the storm historically unusual and said no single event could prove
causation. The levee had passed every required review.

Maria did not claim the city had created the storm. She argued that its protection had
changed where the water traveled.

Camila Rojas, a hydrologist raised in Santa Clara, was hired to study the event. Her first
model showed several possible causes: saturated soil, debris beneath a bridge, intense
rainfall, and the new levee.

The uncertainty was real. So was the unequal geography of the damage.
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THE STORY - PART 2

A river without a city limit

At a regional meeting, Santa Clara residents defended the levee. Removing it would
expose thousands of people and essential services.

Farmers from El Paraiso rejected a proposal to buy a few damaged properties. They
feared that accepting payment would allow the city to treat their community as a
permanent sacrifice zone.

Camila presented updated simulations. Under several storm scenarios, the levee
increased downstream water speed and narrowed the area where the river could spread
safely.

The model could not assign an exact percentage of blame for the previous flood. It could
identify future vulnerability.

One engineer proposed extending the levee past El Paraiso. Camila warned that a longer
wall might simply transfer risk farther downstream.

Another option restored wetlands and allowed selected fields to flood temporarily. That
approach required purchasing development rights and compensating landowners.

A third option involved managed retreat: relocating the most exposed homes while
maintaining farmland where seasonal flooding could occur.

Every proposal contained loss. Walls cost money and shifted water. Wetlands required
land. Relocation protected lives but threatened history, community ties, and livelihoods.

Maria asked why El Paraiso was being offered adaptation while Santa Clara received
protection.

Her question exposed a political difference disguised as an engineering one.
Incorporated cities controlled budgets and staff; rural residents attended meetings
without equal authority.
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THE STORY - PART 3

Changing the map of
responsibility

The county formed a river authority with voting seats for Santa Clara, El Paraiso, tribal
representatives, farmers, and downstream towns. It defined success across the entire
watershed.

The final plan kept the downtown levee but opened sections during extreme storms,
directing water into restored floodplains purchased through voluntary agreements.

El Paraiso received elevated wells, emergency routes, and compensation for controlled
flooding. Highly exposed households could relocate or stay with stronger insurance and
warnings.

The plan remained imperfect. Some farmers believed payments undervalued soil
damage, while city residents resented funding beyond municipal boundaries.

Camila's public maps included uncertainty ranges. Officials could no longer present one
confident line as the river's guaranteed future.

Five years later, wetlands absorbed much of another extreme storm. Downtown stayed
mostly dry; two farms flooded as planned, and payments were automatic.

The damage was anticipated and shared through agreements rather than imposed
through political weakness. Still, nobody celebrated it.

Maria mourned the field lost before the plan. Compensation could not make the earlier
decision fair afterward.

A student asked whether the river changed course because of climate or construction.

‘Both,” Camila answered. ‘Our decisions also changed who was protected, who was
exposed, and who was allowed to decide.’

Adaptation was not merely controlling nature. It meant negotiating responsibility where
every barrier connected one person's safety to someone else's water.

A river does not recognize the line between our
communities, but justice requires us to recognize who
stands on each side of the risk.
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GLOSSARY - ENGLISH TO SPANISH

Words for water, climate, and risk

levee dique

causation causalidad

sacrifice zone zona de sacrificio
vulnerability vulnerabilidad

managed retreat reubicacién planificada
floodplain [lanura aluvial
watershed cuenca hidrografica
compensation compensacion
uncertainty range margen de incertidumbre
adaptation adaptacion
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COMPREHENSION

Evaluate environmental tradeoffs

A. Choose the best answer

1. What happens during the first storm after construction? a) Downtown floods b) Farms
downstream flood c) The levee collapses

2. What can Camila's model identify? a) Exact blame b) Future vulnerability c) One certain
solution

3. Why might extending the levee fail? a) It could transfer risk farther b) It reduces rain c) It
creates farms

4. What does the final plan restore? a) A highway b) Wetlands and floodplain c) A factory

B. Analyze
1. Why is Maria's question about adaptation versus protection political as well as technical?
2. How does the regional plan distribute risk differently from the original levee?

3. Why does the story refuse to describe controlled flooding as a complete success?

C. Write

Write a 5-7 sentence recommendation for a flood plan. Identify who benefits, who bears
risk, what remains uncertain, and how losses should be shared.
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ANSWER KEY

Review and reflect

A.l.b2.b3.a4. b

B. Suggested answers

1. Cities possess budgets and decision-making power, while rural residents may be
offered relocation because they have less authority. 2. The plan identifies flood areas in
advance, includes affected residents in governance, and compensates agreed losses
instead of shifting them invisibly. 3. Real land still floods, some losses are undervalued,
relocation disrupts lives, and past harm cannot be repaired completely.

Sample recommendation

Keep the existing levee while restoring upstream wetlands that can absorb extreme
flows. Downtown residents benefit, while participating farmers accept controlled
flooding. Rainfall and soil conditions remain uncertain, so maps should show ranges
rather than one line. Land agreements must be voluntary and payments automatic.
Rural communities need voting power over operations and long-term monitoring.

Debate: Is voluntary compensation enough

KEEP GOING when communities have unequal power?
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