
2050 Vision

Imagine… it is August, 2050 in Lincoln, Nebraska:

It has been a hot summer, but everyone is excited about the 
arts and music festival that will start on Friday night. Many of 
Lincoln’s nearly 400,000 residents24 will bike, bus, or hop on an 
autonomous electric shuttle to make it downtown for music, food 
and celebration. Some will even come from Omaha on the electric 
bus that shuttles commuters regularly between the two cities. The 
annual festival has become a cultural hot spot, featuring all kinds 
of ethnic food, local artists and artisans, a local food market, and 
bands with musical influences from Sudan to Tibet. After all, one in 
three Lincoln residents is a person of color,25 including many Latinx 
people who have migrated northward from the Southwestern 
United States and Mexico due to the changing climate. They 
have been wholeheartedly welcomed as valued additions to 
Lincoln’s community, workforce and brain trust. New residents 
have been assisted in getting connected to local resources by the 
new Onboard Center and by the “Everyone Belongs” community 
project, which seeks to ensure equitable access to jobs, 
greenspaces and health care to every member of the community.

The previous month was hot: 31 days in a row of temperatures 
over 90° kept everyone indoors. Despite the increased demand 
for electricity for air conditioning, LES is nearly completely 
decarbonized, now providing the majority of its energy through 
renewable sources. The Lincoln-Lancaster County Health 
Department had to issue several heat index warnings, and since 
everyone has the MyLNK app on their devices, construction 
managers and other outdoor workers were able to shift their work 
hours to stay safe. Prompted by the 2020 coronavirus pandemic 
and the climate-related rise of insect-borne diseases, the local 

health department has proactively responded to many climate-
related health risks, including novel disease vectors, like those 
originating from mosquitos and ticks. With successful partnerships, 
strategic interventions and improved health care services, the City 
of Lincoln has eliminated a 20-year life expectancy differential that 
used to exist between different residential areas of the city.

The solar manufacturing plant is one of the main sponsors of the 
festival. The company was started back in 2022 and has now 
grown into one of Lincoln’s major employers. By partnering with 
a job training program at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln 
and Southeast Community College, the solar company is able to 
employ graduates in its growing, worldwide business. Other local 
businesses are thriving too, thanks to the proactive vision of the 
Chamber of Commerce and City leaders who incentivized small 
business growth toward climate-smart goals. One successful 
business provides technicians to assist businesses in meeting their 
energy efficiency goals and to assess rooftop solar potential. Since 
many low-wage jobs have been replaced by automation over the 
years, having a strong local economy has been key to maintaining 
Lincoln’s low unemployment level and cutting its poverty  
rate in half.

The city is dealing with the ramifications of a severe drought that 
has gripped the state for two months. Many homeowners have 
replaced their lawns with drought-resistant landscaping, and 
some are incorporating pollinator habitat and vegetable gardens. 
Fortunately, Lincoln’s water supply is not a concern since the 
addition of a second water source to provide additional clean 
drinking and service water to Lincoln.  Thanks to rain sensors 
being installed on all commercial and residential irrigation systems, 
water conservation has increased. Pity the person who wastes 
water by letting their sprinkler system hit pavement—the middle-
aged Gen Z population has made wasting anything socially In
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unacceptable. Hardly anyone remembers plastic water bottles or 
plastic bags anymore— the whole notion of “single-use plastics” 
has gone the way of the dinosaur. Nowadays, all packaging 
is made from materials that are compostable, reusable or 
recyclable, and schoolkids can’t imagine it any  
other way.

The weather seems to swing between extremes. Just five 
months previous, in late winter, a major flood event occurred. 
The combination of melting snow and an extremely heavy 
precipitation event combined to create dangerous flash flood 
conditions across town. The height of Salt Creek rose to historic 
levels and the levees were overtopped by about one inch. 
While there was flooding in the North Bottoms neighborhood, 
the levees did not breach, thanks to reinforcement efforts 
undertaken in recent decades. Residents were notified of 
the danger ahead of time and had time to prepare, which 
lessened the damage. The low-income residents who had water 
damage in their homes were assisted in recovering by the 
Lincoln Community Relief Fund, a public-private philanthropic 
effort now in its 25th year which has made a demonstrable 
difference in increasing Lincoln’s resilience to natural disasters. 
The NeighborLNK program is another key element in Lincoln’s 
climate resilience toolbox: it connects neighbors in need with 
volunteers who provide grocery and medication delivery, 
emergency assistance, transportation, dog-walking and  
friendly conversation.

The year-round indoor public market will double as a cooling 
center for festival-goers. Lincoln’s local food network has won 
awards nationwide for its innovative approach that includes 
employing seniors in living wage jobs, training new farmers in 
regenerative agriculture techniques, providing food for all of 
Southeastern Nebraska’s large institutions, eliminating food 
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deserts in the community and selling a refined compost product 
that is made from the food production waste combined with the 
organic waste from the city-wide curbside compost collection 
system. As Nebraska’s climate has changed, so have its cropping 
patterns, introducing a much wider variety of crops, which are 
enjoyed by the enthusiastic patrons of the public market. The 
public market includes over a dozen food booths and cafes, with 
vendors selling everything from crafts to condiments, and local 
musicians who give lunchtime concerts. The building itself was 
built with green concrete and features a green roof and pervious 
pavement- all of which are now requirements for construction of 
municipal buildings in City contracts.

Opening night of the festival arrives. Against a backdrop 
of the city’s newest green, transit-connected affordable 
housing complex, the Mayor steps to the microphone to give 
a warm welcome to the festival attendees. She announces the 
celebration of an important milestone: the Salt Valley Greenway 
is now 90% complete. This interconnected loop of greenways 
surrounding Lincoln provides recreational trails, riparian 
conservation that inhibits flooding, habitat conservation for 
dozens of wildlife species, bike commuter trails and educational 
sites. A public-private partnership has helped to acquire land 
to make this dream a reality, while also providing funding and 
volunteers for tree-planting, native prairie preservation, habitat 
conservation and other natural carbon sequestration activities 
across town that have helped Lincoln reduce emissions.

Festival attendees roar their appreciation, and a few minutes 
later, as the beats of the first band resonate into jubilant and 
healthy bodies, the crowd begins to dance. There’s a sense of 
anticipation in the air: the Huskers finished in the top ten last 
season, and kickoff day is around the corner. Tonight, the good 
life feels pretty great. In
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