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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Climate change creates many challenges and opportunities for local government in Victoria. 

There is a growing recognition that councils need to plan for and adapt to the changing 

climate. 

With funding from the Department of Sustainability and Environment (DSE), the Municipal 

Association of Victoria (MAV) is undertaking a project to analyse the status of, and specific 

needs and issues relating to, local government adaptation planning. This project is titled 

―Supporting Victorian Local Government Climate Change Adaptation Planning: Issues, 

Barriers and Opportunities”. 

The project will be delivered in two parts. The objectives for these parts are: 

Part A: 

 To identify and assess the nature and scope of local government climate change 

adaptation planning, impact and risk assessment and the appropriateness of the 

methodologies. 

Part B: 

 Assess council capacity needs, the availability of guidance, information and tools, the 

potential to address any information, knowledge and capacity gaps through the Accord. 

 Identify related state-wide policy issues, alignment between state and local government 

adaptation priorities. 

 Establish a benchmark of local government climate change adaptation planning and 

implementation to measure future progress. 

In August 2010, RM Consulting Group (RMCG) was employed by MAV to undertake Part A 

of this project. The work was undertaken in completed in September and October 2010 and 

the report finalised in December 2010. 

The scope of Part B will be reviewed following completion of Part A.   

 

1.2 Part A project outputs 

The main outputs of Part A of the project are: 

 A stocktake of current Victorian local government adaptation planning – including the 

approaches taken and experience gained. 

 A preferred process for local governments to follow in climate change adaptation 

planning, should one exist. 

1.3 This report 

This report outlines the approach taken to Part A of the ―Supporting Victorian Local 

Government Climate Change Adaptation Planning: Issues, Barriers and Opportunities”  
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project, details of the project’s findings and discusses the implications of these findings for 

future local government climate change adaptation planning. 

1.4 Definitions 

This report uses a number of terms that may be unfamiliar to readers, including: adaptation, 

adaptation planning, vulnerability, exposure, sensitivity, adaptive capacity, risk and 

maladaptation. The definitions we have used in this report are provided below. 

Adaptation has been variously defined as: 

 Actions taken to help communities and ecosystems cope with changing climate 

conditions (UNFCCC website)
1
. 

 Adjustment in natural or human systems in response to actual or expected climatic stimuli 

or their effects, which moderates harm or exploits beneficial opportunities (IPCC 2001). 

 A process by which strategies to moderate, cope with and take advantage of the 

consequences of climatic events are enhanced, developed, and implemented (UNDP 

2005). 

 The process or outcome of a process that leads to a reduction in harm or risk of harm, or 

realisation of benefits associated with climate variability and climate change (UK CIP 

2003). 

For this report, we use the common elements of these definitions, that adaptation involves 

adjustment to cope with and take advantage of the effects of changes in climate. 

Adaptation planning in this report is considered any planning that reduces the impacts of 

changes in climate (e.g. temperature, rainfall, rising sea levels). This may include specific 

planning such as the development of a climate change adaptation plan and the ‘every-day’ 

planning such as changes to watering regimes, selection of drought-tolerant plant species 

for parks and sporting grounds, construction and materials choices, and climate-related 

considerations in statutory planning decisions. 

Vulnerability is the degree to which a system is susceptible to, or unable to cope with, 

adverse effects of climate change, including climate variability and extremes (IPCC 2001, 

p.388). 

Exposure refers to the exposure of a system of interest to stimuli that act on that system. In 

a climate change context it captures the important weather events and patterns that affect 

the system, but can also represent broader influences such as changes in related systems 

brought about by climate effects (Allen Consulting Group 2005, p.20). 

Sensitivity refers to the responsiveness of a system to climate hazards. This is often 

represented conceptually as a stimuli-response model – the more sensitive a system, the 

larger the rate or magnitude of an adverse response to a given stimulus (Preston & Stafford-

Smith 2009, p.12). 

                                                           
1 http://unfccc.int/essential_background/glossary/items/2639.php 
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Adaptive capacity refers to the ability of a system to change in a way that makes it better 

equipped to manage its exposure and/or sensitivity to climatic influences (Preston & 

Stafford-Smith 2009, p.12). 

A visual representation of the relationship between vulnerability, exposure, sensitivity and 

adaptive capacity is shown in Figure 1-1. 

Source: Allen Consulting Group 2005, p.20 

Figure 1-1: Vulnerability and its components 

Risk is the likelihood of a specified harm occurring. 

Maladaptation refers to an adaptation that does not succeed in reducing vulnerability but 

increases it instead (IPCC 2001, p.990). 

2 Methodology 

2.1 Introduction 

This project set out to answer three questions: 

1. What climate change adaptation planning have Victorian local governments undertaken 

and what processes or approaches did they use? 

2. Is there a preferred adaptation planning approach – either amongst Victorian councils or 

from other jurisdictions? 

3. To what extent does existing planning by Victorian local governments align with the 

preferred approach (if one exists)? 

The project approach consisted of five parts: 

1. A review of state, national and international best practice adaptation planning 

documents and processes 

2. Development of a set of good practice adaptation planning principles 

3. An online survey of Victorian local governments 

4. A desktop analysis of local government adaptation planning documents 

5. In-depth phone interviews with ten local governments 

These are detailed below. 

Exposure

Potential

impact

Adaptive

capacity

Vulnerability

Sensitivity
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2.2 Review of best practice adaptation planning documents and processes 

Adaptation planning documents and approaches from other jurisdictions, including 

internationally, were reviewed to identify any processes that stood out as examples of good 

practice and could be applied by Victorian local governments. 

Given the potentially large number of documents available and processes being applied in 

Australia and worldwide, we limited this review to: 

 Literature from individuals or groups in Australia who have specialised in local 

government adaptation planning approaches 

 Guidance documents from groups well known to DSE, MAV and RMCG 

 Adaptation plans in which the local government authority had given serious thought to 

their process and encouraged other regions to use it as a model for adaptation planning 

2.3 Development of principles for local government adaptation planning 

To allow existing plans to be compared against good practice as the project progressed, we 

developed a set of principles for local government adaptation planning. These principles 

combined the best practice espoused in other jurisdictions and the literature and our 

experience in local government planning for climate change adaptation in Australia. 

2.4 Survey of local governments 

An online survey of local governments was used to capture the planning undertaken and 

approaches used. The survey covered: 

 The extent of existing adaptation planning undertaken by the council 

 The approach or process taken and their experience of this 

 Relevant documentation and contacts 

The survey was supplemented with a scan of programs that have funded local government 

adaptation planning, including the Local Adaptation Pathways Program, the Strengthening 

Basin Communities Program and the Victorian Sustainability Accord, and consultation with 

greenhouse and sustainability alliances. 

2.5 Desktop analysis of existing planning 

A desktop analysis of existing planning was undertaken in which: 

 The most relevant existing plans of councils were reviewed, that is, those that focus on 

adapting to climate change 

 The approaches used in adaptation planning were assessed against the principles 

developed 

2.6 In-depth interviews with local governments or relevant delegate 

From the survey results and desktop analysis, ten councils in varying states of adaptation 

planning were identified to conduct in-depth interviews. These interviews explored in greater 

detail the approach taken in the adaptation planning and the councils’ experience of the 
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approach; what they found useful. The ten councils were chosen to achieve representation 

across urban, peri-urban, regional and rural locations.  

2.7 Reporting 

The findings from the review of documentation and the stocktake of council adaptation 

planning have been collated and are presented under three topics: 

 A review of best practice state, national and international documents and processes  

 An assessment of the council planning undertaken 

 Lessons from Victorian local governments 

Feedback from the Project Control Group was incorporated into the report prior to 

finalisation. 

3 Best practice documents and processes 

3.1 Introduction 

The purpose of reviewing state, national and international best practice adaptation planning 

was twofold: 

1. To identify any processes which stood out as examples of good adaptation planning.  

2. To inform the development of the principles that would guide the assessment and 

categorisation of councils’ adaptation planning. 

The review considered three types of documents: 

1. Relevant academic literature 

2. Guidance documentation 

3. Examples of good adaptation plans. 

3.2 Academic literature 

3.2.1 Introduction 

To plan for adaptation to climate change, it is necessary to understand the potential effects 

of climate change on a community, to be able to prioritise effort and to decide on the most 

appropriate action to take. The literature draws a distinction between assessment 

methodologies, tools that assist in understanding the potential effects of climate change, and 

decision-making frameworks, tools that assist in prioritising effort or deciding the most 

appropriate action to take. 

Assessment methodologies are the processes by which information regarding climate 

hazards is integrated with information regarding environmental, social and economic 

systems in order to understand the regional socio-economic implications of climate change. 

The decision-making framework is the approach taken to define a problem, identify and 

assess solutions and decide on a course of action. Often assessments provide the 

information base for decision-making frameworks (depicted in Figure 3-1). 
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Figure 3-1: Relationship of tools in adaptation planning 

The academic literature reviewed in this project explored: 

 The use of decision-making frameworks in adaptation planning 

 The relative merits of different assessment methodologies 

 The adaptation planning that has been done in Australia, the UK and the US 

3.2.2 Decision-making frameworks in adaptation planning 

Decision-making frameworks can be used in planning for climate change adaptation to 

answer two questions: 

 Where should the organisation or community focus its attention and efforts? 

 What actions should be undertaken to address the implications of climate change? 

The academic literature reviewed for this project strongly favoured the use of risk 

management frameworks to prioritise attention and efforts. 

The risk of an event occurring is expressed as a combination of the likelihood of an event 

and its consequences, where likelihood may be described in mathematical (e.g. 80%) or 

general (e.g. high, medium or low) terms and consequences may be positive or negative. 

Risk management sees potential risks identified and prioritised (based on their combined 

likelihood and consequence ratings) and measures to control them considered. Risk 

assessments can be carried out for a range of climate change scenarios and timeframes. 

The main benefits of utilising a risk management framework in adaptation planning were 

cited as: 

 The ability to capture a broad array of future states and therefore deal with uncertainty 

(Jones & Preston 2010). 

 The ability to tailor the approach to utilise a range of information (Jones & Preston 2010). 

 The general familiarity of a broad range of sectors with the concept of risk management 

(Preston & Stafford-Smith, 2009). 

Once a range of measures for addressing a risk have been identified, other tools become 

useful in assessing which measure to implement. These include: 

 Scenario analysis – The costs and benefits of an investment across a range of scenarios 

are established to understand the potential outcomes. 
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 Multi-criteria analysis – The relative merits (qualitative and quantitative) of alternative 

investment decisions are assessed and weighted. 

 Cost-benefit analysis – The potential benefits and costs associated with different 

decisions (in monetary terms) are identified and quantified to calculate the net benefits. 

There is no one preferred approach to assessing adaptation measures, with the most 

appropriate approach depending on the information available, the values of the decision-

making body and their attitude towards risk. For example, a cost-benefit analysis considers 

only that which can be quantified in monetary terms, while a multi-criteria analysis can 

consider a range of qualitative or quantitative information. If the decision-making body is 

most concerned with the monetary implications of a decision, then a cost-benefit analysis 

may be the most appropriate. Similarly, a scenario analysis deals with uncertainty by 

considering the performance of an investment in a range of future scenarios while a cost-

benefit analysis uses probabilities, consequences and discount rates to deal with 

uncertainty. If a decision-making body wanted to be sure the investment would be robust 

under different scenarios, then a scenario analysis would be most appropriate. 

3.2.3 Assessment methodologies 

Type of assessment 

The two main assessment methodologies developed to date are ‘impact-based’ or 

‘vulnerability-based’. The main difference between these assessments is the degree to 

which they incorporate information regarding the specific characteristics of the community or 

organisation being studied. 

Impact-based assessments use quantitative spatial projections of future climate changes 

and hazards to generate quantitative predictions of the impacts associated with those 

changes and hazards. These assessments primarily examine the biophysical implications of 

climate change, the assets and services exposed to those changes and estimate the 

subsequent change in the assets’ values or the cost of service delivery.  

An example of this approach was the second component of the Western Port Integrated 

Assessment that attempted to quantify the land, infrastructure and populations affected 

under a suite of climate change scenarios (Kinrade & Preston 2008).  

Vulnerability-based assessments identify indicators of exposure, sensitivity and adaptive 

capacity for a range of climatic changes and integrate the indicators to form an overall map 

of net vulnerability. 

An example of this approach was the mapping of climate change vulnerability conducted for 

the Sydney Coastal Councils Group (Preston et al. 2008). Indicators of the communities’ 

exposure, sensitivity and adaptive capacity for heat, sea-level rise, rainfall and stormwater, 

bushfire, ecosystems and natural resources were integrated. Indicators included current 

regional climate gradients, projections of future climate change, topography, land use and 

cover, demographic information as well as indicators of council resources and performance 

(Preston et al. 2007, p. 263). 

These assessments can be considered different on two spectrums (described in Table 3-1), 

identified by Jones and Preston (2010): 
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 Top-down or bottom-up 

 Prescriptive or diagnostic. 

An impact-based assessment can generally be considered a top-down, prescriptive 

approach, while a vulnerability-based assessment can be considered bottom-up and 

diagnostic. 

Table 3-1: Assessment spectrums 

Spectrum Description Example Information collected 

Top-down Focus on direct cause-and-effect 
relationships, with the cause being 
the change in climatic conditions 
and the effect being the change in 
the community. Impacts often 
generated through models of the 
linkages between climate and 
society. 

3% less 
rainfall in 
Spring will 
result in a fall 
in wheat yields 
of 10% 

 Climatic changes 

 Biophysical responses to 
changed climatic condition 

Bottom-up Focus on the community as it is 
now, its existing and emerging 
risks, social and environmental 
factors and its capacity for risk 
management, and overlay climatic 
changes. 

  Existing and emerging risks 

 Past and present 
experience of climate 
variability and change 

 Climate and non-climate 
drivers 

 Financial, physical, natural, 
social and human capital 
and its contribution to 
adaptive capacity 

Prescriptive Focuses on an event, such as sea-
level rise or extreme rainfall, and 
expresses consequences as the 
cost of the event occurring. 

  Likelihood of event 

 Cost of event 

Diagnostic Focuses on a valued outcome, 
such as species extinction or heat-
related human morbidity, and 
expresses consequences as the 
risk of exceeding a pre-defined 
standard or critical threshold. 

  Critical thresholds 

Benefits and limitations 

Impacts-based assessments 

An impacts-based assessment methodology has the benefit of being more amenable to 

quantitative analysis and being able to provide predictions of future impacts. 

However, as these predictions are based on defined cause-and effect relationships, they 

often rely on high quality, localised data for the scenarios and the ability to translate that 

data into local socio-economic impacts. Such data may not be available or may be subject to 

significant uncertainties and assumptions. 

Additionally, these relationships may not adequately define, recognise or appreciate many 

parts of the community in which case they can get missed in the analysis. In particular, it is 

difficult to account for the endogenous social and environmental change within this 

methodology (Preston et al. 2007, p. 265), whether that be the potential changes to the 
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society regardless of climate change or the ability of the society to absorb some degree of 

change (its adaptive capacity). 

Vulnerability-based assessments 

Unlike an impact-based assessment, a vulnerability-based assessment can capture a broad 

range of information regarding a community or organisation’s financial, natural, social, 

physical and human capital and the capacity of that community or organisation to adapt to 

change. Such information can open up a wider conversation about the factors that contribute 

to vulnerability and how they can be influenced. This approach takes a more dynamic view 

of adaptation that includes: 

 Past and present experience of climate variability and change 

 Combining climate and other drivers of change to gain a sense of relativity 

Additionally, as it does not rely on specific cause-and-effect relationships, it can adapt its 

data requirements to what is available and of sufficient quality.  

Additionally, as vulnerability-based assessments deal with the situation of a community, they 

often need to be tailor-made for each community and so are less amenable to generalisation 

and can be labour-intensive, and simple conclusions about causes and effects may be 

difficult to achieve (Jones & Preston 2010, p.7). 

Preferred methodology 

Both methodologies can provide useful information for councils and have benefits and 

limitations. Given councils’ need to identify risks and measures to address them, it may be 

necessary to combine the methods to manage the trade-offs and represent multiple 

perspectives. For example, combining an impact assessment with consideration of current 

vulnerability and adaptive capacity can link ‘projected impacts with current risks and the 

capacity of local actors to manage existing and emerging risks’ (Jones & Preston 2010, p.7). 

3.2.4 Adaptation planning criteria and assessment 

With the aim of establishing methods for evaluating progress in adaptation to climate 

change, Preston et al. (2009) reviewed 20 guidance frameworks from Australia, the UK and 

the US. From these, they extracted common criteria for what they considered effective 

adaptation to climate change (shown in Table 3-2), which were used as a basis for scoring 

adaptation plans. 

Table 3-2: Criteria for effective adaptation planning (Preston et al. 2009) 

Component Criterion Description 

INPUTS 
Take stock of existing 
adaptive capacity 

Assessment of human 
capital 

Consideration of the human population that is 
exposed to climate risks and/or the skills, 
knowledge and experience of individuals 
responsible for adaptation planning and 
implementation. 

Assessment of social 
capital 

Consideration of the institutional and policy 
arrangements exposed to climate risks and/or the 
robustness of governance networks informed by 
trust, collaboration and prior adaptation 
experiences and the associated capacity of and 
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Component Criterion Description 

entitlements to adapt. 

Assessment of natural 
capital 

Consideration of natural resource stocks and 
environmental services which are sensitive to 
climate and/or integral in the management of 
climate risks. 

Assessment of 
physical capital 

Consideration of material culture, assets and 
infrastructure that is sensitive to climate and/or 
integral in the management of climate risks. 

Assessment of 
financial capital 

Consideration of stocks and flows of financial 
resources and obligations within and among 
individuals and institutions including cash 
revenue, credit and debt and mechanisms for 
financial risk management. 

PROCESSES 
Establish objectives, 
assess risks, and 
identify adaptation 
options 

Articulation of 
objectives, goals and 
priorities 

Establishing the objectives, goals and priorities for 
adaptation. 

Identification of 
success criteria 

Consideration of what successful adaptation will 
look like and how it will be measured. 

Identification of climate 
drivers 

Consideration of historical climate trends, current 
climate variability and future climate projections. 

Identification of non-
climate drivers 

Consideration of variability and trends in other 
environmental and socioeconomic factors. 

Stakeholder 
engagement 

Engagement of relevant stakeholders and 
communities throughout the adaptation process. 

Impact, vulnerability 
and risk assessment 

Assessment of the impact of changes in climate, 
vulnerability or resilience to those changes and 
the relative importance of climate and non-climate 
risks. 

Acknowledgement of 
assumptions and 
uncertainties 

Transparency about the assumptions made to 
establish those impacts and risks and the 
uncertainties involved in their estimation. 

Options appraisal Identification and comparison of different 
adaptation options and a means for selecting 
between them. 

Exploitation of 
synergies 

Identification of where opportunities exist to 
implement adaptation in a manner that promotes 
synergies with existing policies or plans, including 
mitigation. 

Mainstreaming Identification of ways in which climate change 
adaptation can be institutionalised or embedded 
into existing or new policies and plans. 

OUTCOMES 
Implement, 
communicate and 
evaluate 

Communication and 
outreach 

Communication and dissemination of adaptation 
outputs and outcomes to the appropriate 
stakeholders and communities. 

Definition of roles and 
responsibilities 

Establishing who is responsible for different 
aspects of an adaptation strategy. 

Implementation Establishing the mechanisms that will allow 
implementation of adaptation measures. 

Monitoring, evaluation 
and review 

Establishing a system of monitoring and 
evaluation that allows the performance of 
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Component Criterion Description 

adaptation to be assessed against success 
criteria and for review of inputs and procedures. 

Preston et al. (2009) found there had been increasing activity in adaptation planning with 

approximately 30 plans undertaken in 2008 in Australia, the UK and the US. Associated with 

this increased activity, there has been rapid learning amongst local government staff. 

Plans were found to have a strong focus on assessing both vulnerability and risk, strong 

rhetoric regarding communication and an emphasis on capacity building in planned actions. 

However, there had been an absence of establishing criteria for ‘successful’ adaptation, 

justification for actions, ‘stock-taking’ of institutional capacity and consideration of non-

climatic determinants of vulnerability. Preston et al. conclude that these omissions mean 

adaptation barriers may go unrecognised and there is an increased risk of maladaptation. 

3.3 Guidance documentation 

The review examined guidance documentation from: 

 The UK Climate Impacts Program (UKCIP) titled The UKCIP Adaptation Wizard and 

Climate adaptation: Risk, uncertainty and decision-making 

 The Australian Greenhouse Office (AGO) titled Climate change impacts & risk 

management: A guide for business and government 

 ICLEI Oceania titled Local Government Climate Change Adaptation Toolkit. 

Although the ICLEI Oceania guidance was compiled as a supplement to the AGO’s 

guidance, we consider it separately here as it includes additional materials and tools. 

3.3.1 Similarities 

The guidance documents reviewed were very similar, having many elements in common. Of 

these, four are noteworthy. First, all guidance follow a generally accepted good practice 

strategic planning approach which incudes: 

 Identifying the problem and establishing objectives 

 Assessing and prioritising actions 

 An implementation plan detailing roles, responsibilities and timeframes 

 Processes for monitoring, evaluation and review 

 Meaningful engagement of stakeholders throughout the process 

Second, all documents outline risk management approaches underpinned by impact 

assessments. In general, these approaches consist of: 

 Identifying the impacts from climate change and the risks these pose 

 Assigning likelihood and consequence ratings to derive an overall risk priority 

 Identification and assessment of actions to treat the high and extreme priority risks 

 Compiling a plan 



 

 

Stocktake of Current Victorian Local Government Climate Change Adaptation Planning - 2010 

 Page | 12 

 

Third, all documents include in their assessment of adaptation options the flexibility and 

performance of the measure under a range of climate change scenarios and the level of 

adaptation required. This consisted of prioritising those adaptation options that: 

 Delivered benefits above their costs regardless of scenario (‘no regrets’ measures), that 

had low costs and high benefits under climate change (‘low regrets’ measures) and that 

delivered other benefits in addition to climate adaptation (‘win-win’ measures) 

 Had little potential to constrain future options (‘flexible’ measures) 

 Allowed incremental implementation as the impacts of climate change unfolded 

Fourth, all guidance includes a step considering the importance of climate risks in relation to 

non-climate risks, thereby grounding the risk assessment in the entirety of an organisation’s 

situation. 

3.3.2 Differences 

The main differences between the guidance documentation is the degree to which they 

incorporate information related to what was termed ‘bottom-up’ and ‘diagnostic’ 

assessments in the previous section. 

A core component of the UKCIP approach is an early and explicit consideration of existing 

and emerging risks, past and present experience of climate variability and change and 

critical thresholds (above which the climate change has a particular consequence for the 

community or organisation). Conversely, the AGO approach only includes consideration of 

critical thresholds in defining the consequence of a risk. 

Neither the AGO approach nor the UKCIP approach consider the adaptive capacity of a 

community or organisation at the risk identification stage, however 

 The AGO approach explicitly discusses adaptive capacity as a factor that influences the 

scope of adaptation options available to an organisation in the AGO’s approach; that is, 

the stronger an organisation’s adaptive capacity, the wider range of adaptation options 

available to it. 

 The UKCIP approach categorises adaptation options into (i) building adaptive capacity or 

(ii) delivering adaptation actions in the UKCIP approach. 

3.3.3 Principles 

The UKCIP Adaptation Wizard and ICLEI Oceania’s Local Government Climate Change 

Adaptation Toolkit identified principles for adaptation planning (shown in Boxes 3-1 and 3-2 

respectively). 

Although there are few common elements in these principles, there is recognition of the 

difficulty of acting in the face of uncertainty. The UKCIP recommends a phased 

implementation approach to cope with this uncertainty, while ICLEI Oceania suggest 

councils commit to developing and following approaches that enable them to make decisions 

in the face of this uncertainty. 
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Box 3-1: UK CIP Principles of effective adaptation 

 Work in partnership – identify and engage your community and ensure they are well 

informed 

 Understand risks and thresholds, including associated uncertainties 

 Frame and communicate SMART objectives/outcomes before starting out (i.e. specific, 

measurable, achievable, results-oriented, and time-bound objectives) 

 Manage climate and non-climate risks using a balanced approach – assess and 

implement your approach to adaptation in the context of overall sustainability and 

development objectives that includes managing climate and non-climate risks 

 Focus on actions to manage priority climate risks – identify key climate risks and 

opportunities and focus on actions to manage these 

 Address risks associated with today’s climate variability and extremes as a starting point 

towards taking anticipatory actions to address risks and opportunities associated with 

longer-term climate change 

 Use adaptive management to cope with uncertainty – recognise the value of a phased 

approach to cope with uncertainty 

 Recognise the value of no/low regrets and win-win adaptation options in terms of cost-

effectiveness and multiple benefits 

 Avoid actions that foreclose or limit future adaptations or restrict adaptive actions of 

others 

 Review the continued effectiveness of adaptation decisions by adopting a continuous 

improvement approach that also includes monitoring and re-evaluations of risk 

 

Box 3-2: Cities for Climate Protection Adaptation Initiative guiding principles 

Balance immediate and long-term needs 

This acknowledges that climate change impacts will continue to take shape over the long 

term based on our actions today - yet some of the impacts are being seen today. Therefore 

councils need to ensure that their approaches strike a balance between immediate and long-

term needs. 

Interaction must be supplemented with action 

Because climate change impacts are not restricted to simple council or municipality borders, 

adaptation approaches demand that councils interact with a range of stakeholders. 

However, councils must commit to driving the process. This means that councils must 

supplement interaction with stakeholders with identification and action of measures they 

have the leverage to undertake. 

Commitment to act in the face of uncertainty 

Although climate change and impact scenarios are being improved regularly, they will 

always contain some level of uncertainty. Therefore, councils must commit to developing 

and following approaches that enable them to make decisions in the face of uncertainty. 
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3.4 Adaptation plans 

The review of adaptation plans from other jurisdictions focused on those from the Sydney 

Coastal Councils, the City of London, the Greater London Authority, New York City and 

California. In addition, a benchmarking study for the City of Toronto of six cities and 

organisations considered to be leaders in climate change risk assessment was considered.  

The approach to adaptation planning in one of the five jurisdictions was very different to the 

approach taken in the other four. Of the five adaptation plans reviewed, all except the 

Sydney Coastal Councils applied a risk management approach underpinned by an impact 

assessment. The Sydney Coastal Councils undertook a vulnerability assessment that 

integrated indicators of exposure, sensitivity and adaptive capacity for a range of impacts to 

form an overall map of net vulnerability. In some cases, such as the Greater London 

Authority following the UKCIP’s recommended approach, the impact assessment considered 

elements of its community’s sensitivity to climate change, but not to the extent undertaken in 

the Sydney Coastal Councils’ assessment. 

Given this difference, the similarities across all five plans are limited to the inclusion of a 

wide range of stakeholders in the assessment process and the consideration of the breadth 

of impacts relevant to that city or group of councils. 

Considering only those jurisdictions that applied a risk management approach, there are a 

further two key elements in common. First, all plans noted the importance of establishing 

implementation arrangements and mechanisms for managing, monitoring and reviewing the 

plans. The Californian climate change strategy made particular note of the need to integrate 

climate change adaptation actions into existing council plans to ensure they are 

implemented. 

Second, from the publicly available information, three of the plans (New York, City of London 

and California) assessed adaptation options based on a measure’s performance under a 

range of climate change scenarios and its ability to be implemented incrementally. 

The only notable difference between the plans for New York City, City of London, the 

Greater London Authority and California was the categorisation of the adaptation options. 

While the City of London adopted the categorisation identified in the UKCIP guidance 

documents (that is, measures that build adaptive capacity are separated from measures that 

deliver adaptation action), the Greater London Authority employed an emergency response 

categorisation of actions. That is, actions were identified as either preventing an impact, 

preparing for an impact, responding to an impact or recovering from an impact. Many of the 

actions identified fall into the ‘preparing’ category at this early stage. 

3.5 Principles of best practice adaptation planning 

The review of state, national and international documents and processes highlighted many 

elements that constitute good practice in planning for climate change adaptation. We found 

four principles in these elements: 

1. Climate change adaptation planning should reflect good practice strategic planning 

2. The planning process should include ways to deal with uncertainty 
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3. Risks identification and assessment should consider a breadth of information about a 

community or organisation 

4. Climate risk and adaptation planning should be embedded as much as possible into 

existing frameworks and council plans 

In practice, the last three of these principles could be considered subsets of the first as a 

good strategic planning process should deal with uncertainty, recognise the complexity the 

community or organisations faces and risks and actions should be embedded in existing 

plans. However, we consider it worth noting these separately as they are particularly 

important in the case of climate change adaptation planning. 

The four principles are explained below. 

3.5.1 Good practice strategic planning 

In essence, a good process for climate change adaptation planning differs little from a good 

generic strategic planning process in that it should include: 

 Identifying the problem and establishing objectives 

 Assessing and prioritising actions 

 An implementation plan detailing roles, responsibilities and timeframes 

 Processes for monitoring, evaluation and review 

 Meaningful engagement of stakeholders throughout the process. 

These components are particularly important for climate change adaptation planning for two 

main reasons. First, given the potential for large negative consequences from a lack of 

adaptation, it is particularly important that we implement the most important actions and 

learn from our mistakes. Second, given the cross-cutting nature of climate change, it is 

particularly important that we collaborate with a range of stakeholders.  

3.5.2 Dealing with uncertainty 

Climate change introduces a high degree of uncertainty into any adaptation planning 

exercise. This uncertainty occurs on a number of levels including: 

 The growth in atmospheric emissions over the next decade or more and therefore the 

climate change scenario post-2030 

 The impacts these emissions will generate 

 The efficacy of adaptation measures in adapting to or mitigating these impacts 

To adequately deal with uncertainty, good practice adaptation planning should: 

 Take a risk management approach 

 Assess and prioritise adaptation options based on their performance under a range of 

scenarios, their flexibility and their scalability 

 Build in a process for review and update of the plan to integrate new information as it 

comes to hand. 
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3.5.3 Consideration of a breadth of information 

Good practice adaptation planning recognises climate change as one of many factors 

affecting a community or organisation and considers risks and adaptation measures within 

this wider context. One way to do this is to broaden the impact assessment to include 

information about the particular community or organisation being studied. 

As impact assessments are less resource-intensive, more amenable to quantitative analysis 

and able to provide predictions of future impacts, they are likely to be preferred by councils 

as the basis for risk assessments. These can usefully be complemented with elements of a 

vulnerability assessment without adding significantly to the time or resources spent. 

Important information to consider includes: 

 Existing and emerging risks 

 Past and present experience of climate variability and change 

 Climate and non-climate drivers and risks 

 Critical thresholds beyond which a community’s capacity to cope is exceeded. 

3.5.4 Embedding into existing frameworks 

Good practice suggests that climate change risk and adaptation measures be integrated into 

existing frameworks and other council plans, where possible. This includes: 

 Using, where possible, existing risk management standards or approaches for analysis of 

climate change risk and opportunities 

 Integrating adaptation actions into council’s core business through business plans, 

allocation of resources and reporting and evaluation arrangements 

 Selecting adaptation options that are consistent with council’s role and current policy and 

planning 

 

4 Assessment of existing adaptation planning 

4.1 Assessment methodology 

The Victorian local governments’ current adaptation planning was assessed in two steps. 

First, councils were determined to be in one of three states: 

1. Having undertaken no adaptation planning for climate change – termed ‘No planning’ in 

this report 

2. Having undertaken planning for single climate change impacts, such as reduced water 

availability, increased extreme heat events and/or sea-level rise, in isolation from the 

rest of council business – termed ‘Individual impact planning’ in this report 

3. Having undertaken planning for impacts across the whole of its business – termed 

‘Whole-of-business planning’ in this report.  

Second, taking those councils who had undertaken ‘whole-of-business planning’, we 

assessed to what extent they met the principles of best practice adaptation planning 
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discussed earlier. The activities that would demonstrate that a principle had been met are 

shown in Table 4-1. 

Table 4-1: Activities sought to demonstrate that best practice principles had been met 

Principle Activities 

Good practice 
strategic planning 

 Identifying the problem and establishing objectives 

 Assessing the problem 

 An implementation plan detailing roles, responsibilities and timeframes 

 Processes for monitoring, evaluation and review 

 Meaningful engagement of stakeholders throughout the process 

Dealing with 
uncertainty 

 Taking a risk management approach 

 Assessing and prioritising adaptation options based on their 

performance under a range of scenarios, their flexibility and their scalability 

 Building in a process for review and update of the plan to integrate new 

information as it comes to hand 

Broad information  Considering both the impacts of climate change on a community as a result 

of a range of climate change scenarios and: 

– Existing and emerging risks 

– Climate risk relative to other, non-climate risk factors 

– Past and present experience of climate variability and change 

– Critical thresholds beyond which a community or organisation’s 

capacity to cope is exceeded. 

Embed into existing 
frameworks 

 Using, where possible, existing risk management standards or 

approaches for analysis of climate change risk 

 Integrating adaptation actions into council’s core business through 

business plans, allocation of resources and reporting and evaluation 
arrangements 

 Selecting adaptation options that are consistent with council role and 

current policy and planning. 

The assessment of councils’ adaptation planning is based on the desktop analysis of the 

publicly available documentation. The survey of local governments and interviews with ten 

councils supplemented the desktop analysis with the most up-to-date information and 

provided an important checking mechanism to ensure the accuracy of the desktop analysis. 

4.2 Status of council planning 

The first assessment of Victorian councils’ adaptation planning, determining their current 

state of planning (shown in Table 4-2), shows: 

 22 councils (28%) have not undertaken any form of planning for climate change. Rural 

and urban councils are proportionately represented in this group. 

 38 councils (48%) have undertaken planning on individual issues. Rural councils 

constitute a slightly higher proportion of this group (70%) than they do of all councils 

(60%).  

 19 councils (24%) have undertaken planning for the impacts across the entirety of their 

businesses, with some extending this to the community. Of these, eight are members of 

the South East Councils Climate Change Alliance, which undertook a risk assessment 

underpinned by a detailed impact assessment in 2008. 
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 A significant number of the councils surveyed or interviewed (26) have commitments to 

undertake, or are in the process of undertaking, further work. Of these, seven are part of 

the Western Alliance for Greenhouse Action, which is just beginning a risk assessment 

process. 
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Table 4-2: Council adaptation planning assessment – status of planning 

Status Rural Urban Total 

No planning 14 8 22 

Individual impact planning 26 12 38 

Whole-of-business planning 8 11 19 

4.2.1 Individual impact planning  

A significant proportion of councils have undertaken planning for individual climate change 

impacts. These are usually in response to policies from government departments 

responsible for the issues associated with those impacts. Examples of this planning include: 

 Sustainable water management plans as required by the Victorian Government in 2004 

 Heatwave plans as a part of a pilot project the then Department of Human Services 

conducted in 2008 

 Vulnerability assessments for coastlines (current). 

A small number of these councils have also mentioned the need to plan for adaptation in 

their Environment Strategies. 

4.3 Planning against principles of best practice 

The whole-of-business adaptation undertaken by councils was then assessed against the 

principles identified from the review of best practice literature. The findings of this 

assessment are shown in Table 4-3 and discussed by principle below. 

4.3.1 Good practice strategic planning 

Of the 19 councils who have undertaken whole-of-business adaptation planning, 16 were 

found to have followed a good strategic planning process with the remaining three councils 

(Greater Geelong, East Gippsland and Whitehorse) unknown as their plans are yet to be 

completed and publicly released. 

Approaches to implementing adaptation plans include: 

 Incorporation into departmental business plans and the council’s corporate plan 

 Identifying available internal funding on an annual basis for the adaptation plan 

 Seeking external funding for the activities in the plan. 

The majority of councils are implementing their adaptation plans through existing business 

units and council plans. 

In many cases, processes for evaluation of the adaptation plans have not been identified. In 

the few instances where they have, the processes includes: 

 Reporting through existing corporate structures and annual processes 

 Reporting to a special committee of council 

 Reporting at renewal of the strategy. 
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Councils’ engagement with stakeholders and the community in the development and 

implementation of their adaptation plans varies. Approximately half of councils limited 

consultation to internal staff and in some cases state agencies. This generally occurred 

where the adaptation plan was focused on council services and assets. Where wider 

community and stakeholder engagement was undertaken, this included stakeholder 

reference panels, community and business surveys, community workshops and forums and 

community exhibition of strategies.  

4.3.2 Dealing with uncertainty 

All councils have followed a risk management decision-making framework, using the AGO’s 

guidance material, Climate change & risk management: A guide for business and 

government, and in the case of two councils there is evidence they used ICLEI Oceania’s 

Local government adaptation toolkit. 

While the use of a risk management framework addressed one of the activities of the 

‘Dealing with uncertainty’ principle, evidence of the other two activities was difficult to find. 

Only one adaptation plan was found to have assessed adaptation actions for the flexibility 

and performance under a range of climate change scenarios. While some plans considered 

the cost of adaptation measures as part of a multi-criteria analysis, no evidence was found 

of councils undertaking a cost-benefit analysis of adaptation options or considering the costs 

of taking no action. This may be because a number of plans are in the early stages of 

implementation, and detailed analysis of adaptation measures is yet to occur. 

As for a process for review, while several plans recommended a process be established, 

only one adaptation plan included a timeframe for review. 

4.3.3 Consideration of a breadth of information 

The principle was particularly difficult to assess based on the publicly available information. 

While few councils detailed in their plans a consideration of the relativity of climate risks and 

non-climate risks, all followed the AGO’s guidance which includes this as a step in the 

process. For this reason, all councils received at least one tick. 

Evidence of the consideration of the existing risks and vulnerability to the current climate 

was scarce. Only two plans explicitly cited a consideration of the risks posed by the current 

climate to their community and operations, while only one adaptation plan explicitly 

considered the likely changing dynamics of its population and development into the future. 

One plan yet to be drafted is known to have considered the adaptive capacity of the 

community and the exposure of the community and council to current climatic conditions in 

prioritising risks and developing adaptation options. 

4.3.4 Embedding within council frameworks and business 

Three adaptation plans specifically noted the use of council’s existing risk management 

framework in prioritising identified risks, although it is not known whether any modifications 

were necessary.  

Assessing the integration of the risk assessment and adaptation actions into council’s core 

business was difficult to assess. Although the timeframes used were based on the 

information available for climate change scenarios rather than councils asset management 
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timeframes, the need for integration in implementation was noted. The plans for four 

councils either note the other council plans that will assist in the delivery of the adaptation 

actions, recommend the risks be integrated into the council’s risk control plan or recognise 

the need to incorporate the strategy into council’s planning processes. In contrast, another 

council’s adaptation planning had assigned the risks to council operational areas, giving 

them responsibility for the treatment. 

Finally, several council plans separated adaptation actions into those where council has 

direct control because of its role, and where it can influence the outcomes. Only one 

council’s plan explicitly selected adaptation options that aligned with Local, State and 

Federal Governments’ requirements.
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5 Adaptation planning lessons of Victorian local governments 

During the interviews and in the online survey, council staff were asked of their experience 

of the approach they took to adaptation planning; what they found useful and what they 

would improve. As all councils who had developed a whole-of-business adaptation plan had 

done so using a risk management approach, underpinned largely by an impact assessment, 

responses focused on the merits of this approach. Direct quotes are italicised. 

Generally, councils found the risk assessment approach valuable. The main benefit cited 

was its consistency with existing council risk management frameworks, which meant many 

council staff participating in the risk assessment workshops were familiar with how it worked. 

Despite this familiarity, several council officers felt they learnt a lot about the process 

throughout their adaptation planning project and would have appreciated having this 

understanding at the beginning of the project so they could have managed it better. One 

suggestion to address this was for the process to include a greater council capacity building 

component, particularly at the beginning. 

Many interviewees valued the awareness and understanding of climate change issues all 

council staff achieved through the risk assessment process. The awareness and 

understanding took time to develop, but in some cases had led to staff from across the 

business very quickly considering the implications of climate change for their area. This 

broader consideration moved climate change from ‘an environmental issues to a council 

issue’. 

A number of interviewees noted the importance and difficulty of getting buy-in from staff, the 

executive and stakeholders. If the executive saw the planning as a priority, staff were more 

likely to participate in risk assessment workshops. Alternatively, it was necessary to 

demonstrate to staff the relevance of climate change issues for their work. The use of local 

impact information and consideration of how they are affected by the current climate helped 

staff ‘internalise’ the issues and make climate change ‘real for people’. 

Related to this, many staff noted the importance of a strong evidence base for and well-

known source of the impacts assessment. In the case of the South East Councils Climate 

Change Alliance, the fact that CSIRO had compiled the initial climate change impacts gave 

the data greater gravitas. In fact, some members of SECCCA cited the ability of the 

greenhouse alliance to access funding for this kind of detailed localised information as a 

major benefit of a regional approach. 

In other areas, a strong evidence base was useful in focusing people’s attention on the 

issues and compelling action. Interestingly, no councils that had undertaken whole-of-

business adaptation planning cited obtaining data with sufficient detail as a problem despite 

this being considered one of the main drawbacks of impact assessments. 

Two drawbacks of the risk management approach were noted: the difficulty in identifying 

opportunities and the tedious nature of the risk assessment workshops. Although 

opportunities are to be identified during the process, the focus is clearly on risk identification 

and treatment. Opportunities may therefore be missed. 
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Risk assessment workshops were found to be ‘tedious and intense’ with some involving too 

many people and trying to cover too many issues. A suggested improvement was to run 

individual workshops for each business unit. 

In addition to discussing the adaptation planning approach taken by councils, some 

interviewees noted barriers they had experienced in implementing adaptation. As this was 

not the focus of this part of the project, these barriers are noted briefly here. They included: 

 Segmentation of funding — Funding has often been provided for adaptation planning for 

a particular issue (e.g. health, water), with only one instance of whole-of-business 

adaptation planning funding (the Local Adaptation Pathways Program). This 

segmentation of funding leads to a disjointed consideration of how climate change 

affects a local government. Funding is also generally once-off rather than ongoing, 

leaving little funding for the implementation of actions.  

 Executive and political will — A lack of political will exists amongst some councillors and 

council executive, making accessing resources for adaptation planning and 

implementation a struggle. 

6 Discussion 

6.1 Introduction 

The first part of the Local government climate change adaptation project set out to: 

 Undertake a stocktake of current Victorian local government adaptation planning 

 Identify a preferred process for local government to follow in climate change adaptation 

planning, should one exist 

These are discussed in turn below. 

6.2 Local government adaptation planning 

The stocktake of council adaptation planning showed that over three quarters of councils 

have undertaken some planning for climate change. In the majority of cases, this has been 

planning for individual climate change impacts, such as reduced water availability, rising 

sea-levels and increased extreme heat events. 

Of those councils who have not undertaken any adaptation planning or have done on 

individual issues, many would like to undertake planning across the breadth of council 

services and community issues and several have commitments and allocated resources to 

do so in the near future. 

The review of state, national and international documents and processes identified four 

principles that were used to assess the adaptation plans of those councils who had 

undertaken adaptation planning across the breadth of council services and community 

issues. These were: 

 Climate change adaptation planning should reflect good practice strategic planning 

 The planning process should include techniques to deal with uncertainty 
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 Risks identification and assessment should consider a breadth of information about a 

community or organisation 

 Climate risk and adaptation planning should be embedded as much as possible into 

council’s existing frameworks and business plans. 

Of these 19 councils who had undertaken adaptation planning across the breadth of their 

businesses, all followed good practice strategic planning and used the same risk 

management approach, as outlined in the AGO’s Climate change and risk management: A 

guide for business and government. They also considered information on the impacts of 

climate change and considered the relativity of climate risk and non-climate risks to their 

operations and explicitly considered the role of local government in implementing the actions 

identified. 

However, beyond these fundamentals, performance against the best practice principles 

varied greatly. Evidence of activities related to the principles could be found in only a few 

instances. These activities included the assessment of adaptation options for their flexibility 

and scalability, establishing processes for review, and inclusion of the adaptive capacity of a 

community, the exposure to current climatic conditions and the likely future state of 

population and development. 

Of particular note were the results for integration of adaptation actions into council’s core 

business. Although several plans make recommendations or recognised the importance of 

integrating adaptation actions into council’s annual plans, only one council had assigned 

risks to the relevant council business units for treatment. Based on the information available, 

16 councils had gotten as far as undertaking a risk assessment and identifying adaptation 

actions but no further. 

Interviews and surveys identified integrating adaptation actions into core business as very 

difficult, with many interviewees noting the need for executive support to get adaptation 

actions incorporated into the business plans, budgets and reporting arrangements of the 

relevant council business units. 

Although it is beyond the scope of this project to explore in detail the reasons for this, one 

potential cause is the source of funding for the development of the adaptation plans. Many 

plans have been developed with once-off grant funding from the Victorian or Federal 

Governments, which means: 

 There is no external source of ongoing resources for implementation of adaptation 

actions or review of the plan 

 Councils may not have a strong commitment to, or ownership of, adaptation plans 

instigated by external parties 

The next part of the Local government climate change adaptation planning project provides 

an opportunity to explore the barriers to integration and review in greater depth, and to 

identify ways in which MAV and DSE can help councils address these barriers. Given that 

several of the almost three quarters of councils who have not undertaken whole-of-business 
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adaptation planning have commitments to do so in the near future, now is an opportune time 

to consider these issues. 

6.3 Preferred approach 

The interviews with council staff and review of literature and council plans identified a 

number of common elements preferred in an adaptation planning process. These include: 

 Identifying the objectives of the planning process 

 Using a risk management approach based on the risk management standards or 

approaches of the organisation 

 Identifying adaptation measures that are consistent with council’s role and assessing and 

prioritising the measures based on their performance under a range of scenarios, their 

flexibility and their scalability 

 Developing an implementation plan which integrates actions into council’s core business 

 Establishing processes for monitoring and evaluation of measures, and review of the 

plan itself to integrate new information as it comes to hand 

 Meaningfully engaging stakeholders throughout the process 

As noted earlier, these elements are very similar to a good strategic planning process. The 

main variation is the risk assessment. 

There is a clear preference in the literature and amongst council staff for utilising a risk 

management framework in prioritising a council’s attention and efforts. The risk 

management framework is considered appropriate to deal with much of the uncertainty 

climate change introduces and is understood by many council staff thus making it easier to 

use. 

However, the strength of the approach relies on a number of factors in order to succeed. 

First, it requires council staff and external agencies to be engaged in the process. To 

effectively consider issues across the breadth of a council’s business, it requires the 

involvement of staff from across the business. To identify and plan adaptation actions 

adequately, it requires, in many cases, discussions with relevant parties external to the 

council such as water authorities, power companies and health and education departments.  

Second, it requires time to build an understanding of what can be new, complex and 

technical information and identify how different work areas will be affected and can integrate 

the information into existing council planning processes. 

A risk management framework has two main limitations. It focuses on risks rather than 

opportunities — although opportunities are discussed in the guidance, it is difficult to 

incorporate an explicit consideration of them in the process and thus they can be missed — 

and its ability to capture all the risks is dependent on the quality of the information used in 

the assessment. 



 

 

Stocktake of Current Victorian Local Government Climate Change Adaptation Planning - 2010 

 Page | 26 

 

The best information to use as the basis for a risk assessment is somewhat contested. 

Whilst a focus on identifying the impacts of climate change on a community or organisation 

(through a top-down, prescriptive approach) can provide quantitative predictions of the 

future, it: 

 Relies on accessing high quality, localised data for climate change scenarios and the 

ability to translate that data into local socio-economic impacts 

 Has difficulty incorporating the ability of the society to absorb some degree of change 

Although a focus on a community or organisation’s vulnerabilities (through a bottom-up, 

diagnostic approach) can address these issues, it does not provide information on 

consequences to a degree that enables decision-making and the comparison of the costs 

and benefits of adaptation options. 

In practice, the distinction between impact and vulnerability assessments has been 

somewhat blurred. Recent impact assessments incorporate considerations of adaptive 

capacity and sensitivity in determining the consequences of a change in climate, while 

projections of climate changes have been incorporated into the exposure indicators of 

vulnerability assessments. This combining of information sources reflects the fact that 

impact and vulnerability information is useful in, and able to be incorporated into, an 

assessment of risk. 

While it is beyond the scope of this project to document all of the techniques to incorporate 

both impact and vulnerability information into a risk assessment, the most practical 

approach for councils would be to complement an impact assessment with: 

 Consideration of the impact of current climatic conditions and variability on a community 

including identification of critical thresholds above which the consequences of climate 

change exceed a community’s capacity to cope. 

 Explicit consideration of the adaptive capacity of a community, in determining the likely 

consequence of a change in climate and in considering the scope of adaptation options 

available to a community or organisation. 

It would be difficult for council staff to undertake such an approach at the moment as: 

 The AGO guidance documents only some of the available techniques and does not 

include them as a core component of the risk assessment approach. 

 It would require the building of specialist knowledge that is unrealistic to expect of council 

officers if this is only a portion of their role. 

The assistance and guidance council staff will need to ensure their risk assessments are 

based on the appropriate information should be considered in the second part of the Local 

government climate change adaptation planning project. One possible approach is to 

participate in a regional assessment. Regional assessments can provide a useful vehicle 

through which to do the initial risk assessment and to identify adaptation options. By taking a 

regional approach, groups of councils may be able to access sufficient resources to: 

 Engage someone in a full-time capacity who can build a strong understanding of the 

process and provide continuity of ideas 
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 Undertake a detailed impact and vulnerability assessment. 

In the above discussion, we have assumed the audience for the information is a council 

seeking to undertake a risk assessment. While many of the arguments remain true if it were 

the Victorian Government seeking to understand the implications of climate change for the 

state, it is worth noting that establishing a preferred process for councils to follow is unlikely 

to be sufficient to achieve the creation of consistent and comparable information. The 

assessment of council adaptation planning showed that while many councils used the same 

decision-making framework and assessment methodology, they supplemented this with 

information particularly relevant and of interest to them. This is likely to continue regardless 

of the recommendation of a preferred approach. 

7 Conclusions and recommendations 

7.1 Stocktake of council planning 

While the majority of councils have undertaken some form of adaptation planning for climate 

change, over one quarter have not and, of those that have, two thirds have done so on 

individual impacts of climate change without a consideration of risk across the organisation 

or community.  

Of the quarter of councils that have undertaken whole-of-business adaptation planning, all 

followed a good practice strategic planning process and a risk assessment based on the 

guidance provided by the Australian Greenhouse Office. 

Beyond this, however, there is significant variation. While the role of council was a 

prominent consideration in choosing adaptation actions, there were isolated instances in 

which evidence could be found that a council had: 

 Assessed adaptation options for the flexibility and performance under a range of climate 

scenarios 

 Established processes for review 

 Considered the community or councils exposure to climatic conditions and changes and 

adaptive capacity. 

Importantly, many councils have undertaken a risk assessment and identified adaptation 

actions but found it difficult to integrate these actions into council’s annual business plans 

with the associated allocation of resources and established reporting arrangements. This 

was identified as a significant hurdle by many councils. 

No one adaptation plan stood out as meeting all best practice adaptation planning 

principles. However, there were good rural and urban examples. 

Many councils are currently undertaking, or have commitments and adequate resources to 

undertake, climate change adaptation planning in the near future. 



 

 

Stocktake of Current Victorian Local Government Climate Change Adaptation Planning - 2010 

 Page | 28 

 

7.2 Preferred process 

There was a clear preference in the state, national and international documents and 

processes and amongst councils for using a risk management decision-making framework. 

The benefits were its ability to deal with uncertainty and its familiarity amongst many council 

staff. 

There was no clear preference for the methodology of the assessment that underpins the 

risk management process, with both impacts-based and vulnerability-based assessment 

having relative merits and drawbacks. Both provide useful information and, with some 

guidance, key elements of both could be combined for use in a risk management process. 
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