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Victorian Greenhouse Alliances Annual Conference 2022

Embedding Climate Risk Management 
Across Councils: The Process

• Heather McListon, Climate Change Adaptation Project Coordinator, WAGA
• Darren Wilson, Environmental Planner, City of Greater Dandenong
• Fran Macdonald, Executive Officer, WAGA

Facilitator: Fran Macdonald, Executive Officer, WAGA
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Acknowledgement of Country

We acknowledge the Wurundjeri, the Traditional Owners of the 
land we are meeting on today, and pay respect to their elders: 
past, present and emerging. We acknowledge that their 
sovereignty was never ceded and that they have looked after this 
country for millennia. 

Likewise we acknowledge Traditional Owners around Victoria, 
whose lands provide us with the energy, food, water and other 
resources we are using today.
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Local government adaptive capacity

Heather McListon

How Well Are We Adapting Coordinator, 
Western Alliance for Greenhouse Action, 
Wyndham City Council
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What is adaptive 
capacity?
“The ability of a system to 
adjust to climate change to 
moderate potential 
damages, take advantage 
of opportunities and cope 
with consequences” 
(Engle, N. 2011)

Image
Graphic from Engle, N. 2011: Global Environmental Change Vol 21(2) 647-656.
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Determinants of organisational adaptive capacity
Factors Reason Example questions

Leadership and 
resourcing

Having high leadership capacity authorises action across the 
organisation, provides visibility to the issues and ensures 
adequate resources are applied

How engaged is your 
executive leadership 
team?

Climate adaptation 
knowledge

Adaptation will not  be effective without a good understanding 
of the impacts and risks faced by the organisation as a whole, 
and within individual operational teams

Do council teams 
understand climate risk 
and how to access 
expertise?

Strategic response A well considered strategic response will prioritise the  issues 
and coordinate responses across the organisation. It also 
legitimises action to help overcome barriers to organisational 
change.

Does council have an 
adaptation strategy?

Organisational 
culture

An organisational culture of agency, innovation and learning 
allows room for autonomous change, flexibility and ability to 
absorb and respond to new information.

Do staff have agency, 
autonomy and the ability 
to innovate?
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Factors Reason Example questions

Collaboration Effective collaboration allows organisations to share information 
across different dimensions of decision making to achieve the 
best possible outcomes. Poor collaboration results in lost 
opportunities for advocacy, poor decision outcomes and lack of 
coordination with external partner agencies.

Does internal 
collaboration function 
effectively to solve 
adaptation issues that 
arise?

Integration The integration of adaptation into formal policies helps authorise 
action and overcome barriers to change within the organisation. 
Reaching the stage of formalising and codifying adaptation 
priorities into key organisational strategies and operational 
processes demonstrates a maturity in the change process that 
suggests adaptation response is well progressed.

Has adaptation response 
been embedded into 
day-to-day operational 
processes?

Governance and 
decision making

It is important for local governments to practice decision making 
that is accountable, transparent, fair and robust to maintain 
legitimacy and build trust within the organisation and externally 
the community.

Is council's adaptation 
response accountable to 
the community?
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Adaptive capacity checklist

https://adapt.waga.com.au/resources/FINAL_Adaptive_capacity_checklist_June_2021.xlsx
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Further 
information
To use the checklist and 
find resources to build 
your capacity, visit:
https://adapt.waga.com.a
u/cb_pages/adaptive_cap
acity_checklist.php

Image

https://adapt.waga.com.au/cb_pages/adaptive_capacity_checklist.php
https://adapt.waga.com.au/cb_pages/adaptive_capacity_checklist.php
https://adapt.waga.com.au/cb_pages/adaptive_capacity_checklist.php


Embedding responsibility for 
climate action

Our journey so far…….

Darren Wilson

Alliances Conference April 2022



Why am I here? 

Lets start at the end….

Climate Emergency Strategy & Action 
Plan

Council Plan & Annual Plan



Official Title: Environmental Planner

My role at Council?



Official Title: Environmental Planner

My role at Council?

My view: 

To get everyone else to do my work for me

☺



It’s not ‘I’, it’s ‘We’
• There’s no silver bullet

• There are many pieces to the puzzle

• Changing attitudes & behaviour is the key

• It takes time



Executiv
e Team

Capital Improvement Projects – Self Assessment Climate Change Tool

Auditors Priorities Approval Initiate 
Project

Refine & 
Pilot

Update 
& rollout

It’s not ‘I’, it’s ‘We’



However – in 2017 Climate change not embedded

Greater 
Dandenong

Council’s publicly available documents that 
include consideration of climate change

✓x
x
x
x
x
xxx
x

Before I started, Council had shown ‘leadership’…….



Our Adaptive Capacity was limited (& now used as leverage) 



Factors include:
• Limited awareness & resources

• Limited responsibility 

• Competing priorities

• ………

As was responsibility for climate action

‘If no one is responsible for climate 
change, then no one is accountable’
Council’s Auditor



Action: 
- Prepare a Climate Change Strategy

Our priority – as our Director says we should have 650+ sustainability officers 

Recognising the need for change



And now, 

some of the approaches we focussed on…..

• Embedding climate resilience - a tailored approach

• Leveraging ‘External & Internal Drivers’  (Carrots & Sticks)

• Embedding climate resilience & a giant ‘Behaviour Change’ program



Adaptation Planning Embedding climate resilience

focuses on the process and strategy for 
addressing climate resilience

where adaptation planning and action on climate risk 
and resilience is integrated into an organisation to 

become ‘business as usual’.

Source: Climate Adaptation Manual For Local Government | Embedding resilience to climate change  https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2014-05/apo-nid40378_1.pdf

Embedding Climate Resilience:
Two areas of focus - undertaken together

https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2014-05/apo-nid40378_1.pdf


Adaptation Planning

https://www.greaterdandenong.vic.gov.au/climate-emergency-strategy-and-action-plan-2020-30

Adopted Strategy 
& Action Plan

Literature 
Review

Gaps 
Analysis

Mitigation 
Report

Risk & 
Adaptation

Draft Strategy

Project Brief

Internal Consultation 
– Staff & Councillors

Currently 
undertaking

Internal 
Advocacy

+ 
Audit Report

https://www.greaterdandenong.vic.gov.au/climate-emergency-strategy-and-action-plan-2020-30


A tailored approach



There are significant drivers we can leverage   

Chang
e

External Drivers 
Limited or no control

• Global action

• Federal / State Policies & 
legislation

• Climatic extremes 

• Community concerns

Internal Drivers 
What we can control

• Governance

• Policies

• Evidence base to increase 
awareness

• Internal attitudes & behaviours



Key ‘Internal Drivers’ leveraged include:

• Internal Audit 

• Relationships

• Evidence Base

• Governance

• Raising Awareness (of issues & of their roles)

• Recognising teams current actions

• Supporting internal champions



Audit’s recommendations provided leverage for:

• Councillor & Executive support

• Governance

• Broadening Responsibility

• Corporate Risk Register

• Financial planning

• Funding of capital bids

• Updating of Strategies & Plans

• Vulnerability Assessments

• Adaptive Capacity Assessment

• Training Programs

• …………….

• …………….

The key internal driver!!



• A framework guiding a ‘Behaviour Change Program’ 
• Aim is to achieve the ‘Whole-of-Council’ response

Strategy focuses on ‘Embedding’ & ‘Behaviour Change’



Guiding, 
nudging & 
dragging 

people out 
of their 
Comfort 

Zone

Current 
status

Breaking down barriers by:
• Joining a common purpose
• Normalise behaviours
• Increase understanding
• Make familiar
• Provide skills
• Make it convenient
• Reinforcement
• Autonomy
• Small safe steps

Desired / Required 
Behaviour



Barriers:     Actions to help break down barriers
 

Fear of 
change

 
 

Denial
 
 

Resistance
 
 

Uncertainty
 
 

Apathy
 
 

Capacity

A common Purpose

Declaration of a Climate Emergency
A priority in the Council Plan
Demonstrating Community support for action
Induction Program

Normalise Behaviours
Climate change included in Role Statements
Embed into the Council Plan
Embedding climate change into strategy’s & plans

Increase Understanding
Targeted training 
Undertaking Vulnerability Assessments
Undertaking Adaptive Capacity Assessments

Make familiar
Recognising existing actions   (Council Plan / Risk Register)

Opportunities through enhancing existing programs

Provide skills
Collaboration & piloting projects
Training Plan

Make it convenient
Collaborate and establish partnerships
Sustainability Team providing assistance

Reinforcement
Council Plan - Responsibility & accountability
Risk Register - Responsibility & accountability

Autonomy Raising awareness of subject matter experts 

Small safe steps
Collaboration with partners (SECCCA, WAGA, etc)
Piloting Vulnerability Assessments



Initial Focus areas include both:

• Governance > Broadening responsibility

• United corporate culture

• Raising internal awareness and capability

• Reducing Risks

• Decision making Processes

• Collaboration

Strategy focuses on ‘Embedding’ & ‘Behaviour Change’



Desired Goal
Longer Term ‘Whole-of-Council’ response to climate change

Intermediate 
outcomes – 
Objectives

-  
Medium Term

Effective Governance that enhances Council’s response to climate change

A united corporate 
culture working 

towards a common 
goal

Increase awareness 
and capability that 
enhances Council’s 
response to climate 

change

Reducing climate 
change risks to 
Council and the 

community 

Embedding 
consideration of 

climate change into 
Council’s 

decision-making 
processes

Enhancing Council’s 
capability through 

increased 
collaboration with 
key partners and 

stakeholders



Indicative Action Plan for Internal Oversight Committee



In addition:

• Many existing actions to increase resilience to:
o To community audience – promote / celebrate councils actions
o To internal audience – to help reduce fear & build confidence

• Deliberate duplication of actions across themes:
o to make it clear that these apply to these teams

• With increased awareness, new priorities will fall out

• Prioritisation focus of next stage
o based on assessment of adaptive capacity & relative vulnerabilities

Strategy focuses on ‘Embedding’ & ‘Behaviour Change’



There’s a variety of tools

Other Key elements – & maybe just as 
critical☺ Passion drives 

change

Targeted 
‘Splatter-gun’ 

approach

Priorities
Impact vs Effort

Identifying & 
developing internal 

champions

Think like the Taxman – 

If he doesn’t get you one way  -  
there’s always another way he can 

☺



Use Governance to lock in responsibility & accountability  
(An Audit is a key driver to achieve this)

Evidence, Evidence, Evidence (& Pilot, Pilot, Pilot)

(You need a sound evidence base)

You need a Plan – for both the Processes & Change
(It’s not just going to happen – it’s up to you to drive the change)

The best plans still needs others to make it happen
(You can’t do it alone - it’s all about the relationships you build)

Collaborate, be opportunistic & find champions
(If already motivated -  reduces the ‘Yes, it's important, but it's someone else's job’)

Take home messages



Contact details:
- Environmental Planner
- Darren.Wilson@cgd.vic.gov.au
- 03 8571 1524

mailto:Darren.Wilson@cgd.vic.gov.au


36

Victorian Greenhouse Alliances 
Annual Conference 2021

Victorian Climate Resilient Councils 
A coordinated state-wide program of support for councils to strengthen their 
knowledge, skills and capacity to embed effective adaptation responses
• Clear structured process of practical steps
• Guidance to conduct risk and vulnerability assessments
• Communities of practice
• Curated resources, materials, case studies
• Monitoring, evaluation and reporting tool and guidance (How Well Are We 

Adapting?)

Link to survey open until 6 May 2022: https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/22LWP3D
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Question time

Embedding Climate Risk Management 
Across Councils: The Process


