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Welcome
W

e hope you enjoyed our rendition of the Three Little Pigs. Climate
change is challenging, especially if you understand the magnitude of
the risk, but are not sure what you should do about it. It is especially challenging if you are responsible for the health and safety of the people in your
community.

We all want to be the Third Little Pig—the one who makes good choices to
protect our family and community. But how?
It is easy to say “work together” and “cooperate,” but most planning structures routinely push us to develop single-sector or single-resource plans.
This guide will help you take interdisciplinary and cross-sector resilience
concepts to the ground in your community by creating an actionable plan
that is well supported by residents. You will learn how to approach specific
tasks, address common obstacles, recognize when a “solution” might create
more problems than it solves, and where to find assistance and information,
because even the Third Little Pig needs help sometimes.
We created this guide and support program because we want any community,
anywhere in the country, to be able to get started immediately building
climate resilience. Over more than a decade helping local communities, we
have learned how confusing all of the different frameworks and resources can
be for those who are not familiar with them (and even for those who are!).
If you decide that you need assistance in addition to the Guide, our team
has a range of support options which are outlined later in this section of this
Guide and can also be found at:
www.climatereadycommunities.org/learn-more
The Climate Ready Communities Team
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Who
Should Use
This Guide

If you are responsible for developing a climate adaptation or resilience plan for your city, town, county, or tribe and anticipate that you
need to do some or all of the work yourself, this guide is for you.
We know how hard it can be to develop a climate resilience plan and
get it implemented, especially if you are doing it in a community that
is uncomfortable acknowledging the reality of climate change and the
need to take immediate action. Even in communities with strong support for climate action, many people are unsure how to get started,
what tools to use, and how to get the work done within a tight budget. This guide will walk you through the steps to climate resilience.
It can also serve as a good reference document if you intend to hire
outside consultants to do the work. In that case, the RFP guidance in
Appendix B may be particularly helpful to you.
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The Climate Ready Communities Program
Resilient communities are those that are able to
predict, prepare, and respond to change in a positive manner. As local and global conditions change
more rapidly, communities will need to keep up.
Many local governments are currently undertaking
the task of building resilience at the local level, and
best practices and lessons learned are coming out of
these efforts.
While based on our Whole Community Resilience
framework, this guide also distills what has been
learned from many different approaches that have

been tested throughout the U.S. and Canada. It is
intended to support all local communities in their
efforts to build resilience, but particularly small
to medium-sized communities with more limited
resources, capacity, and/or expertise.
This guide provides detailed instructions on how to
conduct vulnerability assessments and develop resilience strategies with limited assistance. Throughout
the guide, we share resources (most of them free)
offered by other organizations that can be helpful at
different steps in the process.

If You Need More Support
The guide is intended to be a stand-alone, do-ityourself resource. However, getting assistance for
certain steps of the process can help you move more
quickly and allow you to focus on the activities
that you are already good at. Local city or county
staff often find they need help engaging the public
effectively, sorting through data and model projections, or planning effective workshops. In order to
serve these needs, we have developed the Climate
Ready Communities Annual Support program that
includes:

Whether your community takes advantage of the
Annual Support program or not, the following
“Other Services” are available at an affordable price:


locks of consulting time with the experts in
B
our consulting network



ocal climate change projections and online
L
presentations for community outreach



I
n person facilitation of Vulnerability
Assessment and Adaptation Strategy
Workshops



 emplates for critical tasks throughout
T
the Guide



ssistance writing Vulnerability Assessments
A
and Climate Resilience Plans



 utorials for templates and key resilience
T
concepts





Regular webinars and group calls


ebinars on climate and resilience related
W
topics for use with the project team, taskforce,
and/or general public



An online community forum




Email support for basic inquiries




3 hours of phone consulting per year


If you need expertise that is not offered through our
program, we can help you find it. For more information about our services, visit:
www.climatereadycommunities.org/learn-more
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Who We Are
The Geos Institute has spent over ten years helping communities and natural
resource managers develop climate resilience plans. We are a team of experienced
climate adaptation planners, scientists, GIS analysts, and process facilitators.
We have the scientific expertise and communications experience to bring sound
science into local planning, and to help communities develop climate resilience
strategies for both people and nature. To learn more about our team, visit:
www.climatereadycommunities.org/support-team/
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Getting Started
Why Do Resilience Planning?
Build Resilience – While climate change is a global
challenge, the impacts are felt and addressed at the
local level. Extreme floods, droughts, storms, wildfires, and the chronic impacts of sea level rise and
permafrost melt are local—and they fall to local governments to handle. Because climate change exacerbates existing risks and brings new ones, it is critically
important that all communities build climate resilience. A resilient community will understand
what changes to expect, make smart investments,
and ensure that residents are prepared for climate
impacts. The sooner a community begins to prepare
for change, the greater the potential to avoid loss of
lives and property. When communities wait until
major impacts are upon them, the costs are greater
and the options for effective response are fewer.
Create Multiple Benefits – Many, if not most,
effective resilience strategies create multiple benefits
across the community, which makes them very low
risk to implement, even with an uncertain future.
Co-benefits might include increased public safety,
greater equitability in housing or health, or economic
opportunities that come from efforts to build climate resilience. Climate resilience strategies that also
address the need to reduce greenhouse gas emissions
should be a top priority.
Address Other Community Goals – Many existing sustainability frameworks and compacts provide
additional points or status for measurable efforts to
increase climate resilience. The STAR Communities
Program, Global Covenant of Mayors, and FEMA’s
Community Rating System (CRS) are just a few such
programs where communities can use the results
of this planning process to make progress on other
community goals, such as reducing insurance rates.
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Plan for Future Conditions – Some local leaders
have concerns about the uncertainty of climate
projections and are hesitant to make plans based
on them. Yet, if we are not planning based on likely
future conditions, we are by default planning for
historical conditions, which sets us up for failure.
Instead of assuming continued historical conditions, it is prudent to consult the best available
science to determine likely future conditions, and
revisit the science on a regular basis. Climate models are associated with uncertainty, but it is important to remember that so are other types of models
that we use in planning on a regular basis, such as
population growth, traffic, and economic models.
We are used to planning under uncertainty, so this
should not be a barrier to preparedness.
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Climate Change Mitigation Versus Adaptation
Efforts to address changing climate conditions generally fall into two categories:

Mitigation refers to actions that reduce the

Adaptation refers to actions that lessen the

overall magnitude or rate of long-term climate
change by reducing the concentration of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. Primary sources
of greenhouse gas emissions include the combustion of fossil fuels and deforestation.

impacts of climate change or protect people
and nature from those impacts. For the purposes of this guide, climate resilience, or the
ability of communities to predict, prepare, and
respond to climate change in a positive manner, is used interchangeably with adaptation.

Imagine a car racing toward a brick wall, too
fast to stop in time. The driver has two primary tools—the brakes, which will slow the
car down, and the airbags, which will cushion
the passengers when they crash. Mitigation
is the brakes—it will slow climate change
and reduce the overall magnitude of change.
Adaptation is the airbags—it will protect and
cushion people and nature as climate change
progresses. We need both. We cannot simply
adapt our way out of runaway climate change
because the impacts will be too great, but many
of the impacts are already upon us and will
continue to worsen. While this guide and our

support services focus on adaptation efforts,
we also include resources in Appendix C to
assist with mitigation, and we strongly advise
communities to take action on both.
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Whole Community Resilience
Our experience with communities of different sizes
and political views is what led us to develop the
Whole Community Resilience approach. Whole
Community Resilience comes from cross-sector
coordination and collaboration throughout the planning and implementation process. Climate change
presents major challenges to all parts of our communities, including water resources, human health,
economics, emergency preparedness, natural systems, vulnerable populations, cultural resources, and

many others. The complexity and all-encompassing
nature of climate change mean that we need a systems approach to developing long lasting and collaborative solutions. Without a systems approach,
climate change solutions in one sector are likely to
exacerbate stressors to other sectors. Even if your
plan has a municipal-only scope (see Task 1), there
are compelling reasons to utilize the broader Whole
Community Resilience planning process to identify
vulnerabilities and strategies across diverse sectors.
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Whole Community Resilience can be achieved using
a variety of methods as long as the following three
primary components are included:

Cross-sector Vulnerability Assessment
and Strategy Development
A wide range of community sectors needs to be
brought together to collaboratively assess vulnerabilities and develop strategies. This ensures coordination and co-benefits while avoiding strategies that
simply shift the risk from one sector to another or to
future generations. Mitigation strategies (those that
reduce greenhouse gas emissions) will also need to
be coordinated to ensure they are compatible with
building community resilience.

Multi-stakeholder Engagement
The more a resilience planning process is designed
to be inclusive of a diverse set of stakeholders, the
more likely it is that the resulting strategies will be
implemented and effective. Each stakeholder brings
his or her own perspective, expertise, and ideas.
Knowledgeable stakeholders, both specific to certain sectors (like health care, water distribution, etc.)
and from the general public (informal community
leaders, local residents, etc.) bring important perspectives and experience to the planning process.

Learning and Improvement Over Time
Communities will need to monitor, reassess, and be
ready to change course, as needed. As we gain more
information about how climate change is expected
to progress, as well as what types of responses are

Tonya Graham

Benefits of Whole Community
Resilience Planning


Creates benefits across the community



Helps communities make smart investments



 reates support for implementing resilience
C
strategies



Minimizes redundancy and conflict



Promotes nature-based solutions



 nsures that the needs of under-represented
E
people are met



Strengthens community relationships



Helps address chronic community stressors

most effective, this new information will need to be
incorporated into the planning process. By incorporating monitoring and assessment into the implementation process, the plan will lead to increased
knowledge and improvement with each iteration.

Working across sectors and with diverse
stakeholders is critically important to develop
a climate resilience plan that makes sense and
can be implemented in your community.
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1

5

2

6

Launch the Project – This step includes scoping
in terms of geography and breadth, developing
a local Task Force, and formally kicking off your
project.
Assess Past and Future Trends – This step
explores historical trends in climate and community conditions, as well as projected future
trends.

3

Identify and Prioritize Vulnerabilities – In
this step, community experts across diverse sectors work together to determine how climate change
is expected to play out in your community.

4

Develop and Prioritize Resilience Strategies
– Cross-sector groups will develop and prioritize strategies for reducing vulnerabilities, prioritizing those that create co-benefits, cost savings, and
new collaborations. Each strategy will have clear
goals and a specific monitoring protocol.

Finalize and Share the Plan – You will build
on the community engagement work of Steps
1-4 to bring the community together to build support and momentum for implementing the plan.
Implement the Plan – The Task Force will
develop an Implementation Team to implement prioritized strategies. Implementation can be
primarily the responsibility of city, county, tribal,
or federal government agencies and staff, but businesses, non-governmental organizations, schools,
tribes, and other groups and individuals will also
have a role to play.

7

Monitor and Reassess – Each strategy will
be closely monitored to track progress. Many
strategies are new and innovative, making it especially important to learn from both successes and
failures. Because of ongoing advancements in climate science and changing conditions, your plan
will need to be updated on a regular basis to incorporate new information.
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Climate Trends
Primer

Community
Primer

Resilience
Strategies
Report

Vulnerability
Assessment

FIGURE 1 Products created for this planning process include a Climate Trends Primer, Community
Primer, Vulnerability Assessment, Resilience Strategies Report, and Climate Resilience Plan. The different products can be used independently, but
components of the first 4 products will all be incorporated into the Climate Resilience Plan.

Climate
Resilience
Plan

Key Considerations for Resilience Planning
Engaging the Community
The Whole Community approach relies heavily on
community engagement and buy-in. By inviting
people into the planning process early and consulting them throughout, the plan will be much
stronger and generate more support for implementation. Because addressing climate change can
be controversial, it can be tempting to avoid public
engagement in order to protect your process from
opposition. This is a mistake. Leaving out the public engagement element will generally lead to a plan
that fails to address the diverse needs and concerns
of the community and is not well-supported. It is
exactly because of the often controversial nature of
the issue that the public should be engaged early and

continuously throughout the process. The best way
for that engagement to take place will depend on
the characteristics of your community and the level
of commitment to addressing climate change. Many
different engagement options are offered throughout the guide.
Engagement activities should be designed to use
language and culture that connect with local people
of diverse backgrounds. Take steps to ensure people of different ages, incomes, geographies, and sectors are included in outreach efforts. It is also very
important to engage the local business community
as community planning processes often overlook
this critical sector.
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Engagement activities should be designed to both
educate and learn from the community. In communicating with the local community, you can share
information on climate impacts while empowering residents to take action and make a difference.
By listening to diverse groups, you will learn what
barriers or opportunities may exist for developing
resilience. Both types of engagement will benefit
from an in-depth understanding of local values and
community drivers.

Creating a Fair and Equitable
Resilience Plan
Those hit hardest by climate change (i.e. frontline
communities) have often contributed the least to
the problem, and have the fewest resources to adapt.
These include lower income individuals and families, people of color, people with disabilities, outdoor workers, non-English speakers, people without
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homes, and others. Climate resilience planning
creates an opportunity to develop strategies that
help address underlying community stressors and
historical inequities. A plan that does not explicitly
address issues of equity and diversity is likely to,
inadvertently, result in the further compounding
of historical inequities. The good news is that the
Whole Community approach promotes co-benefits, such as reducing energy use and expense or
improving health, which can empower historically
under-represented groups.
Fostering resilience for all members of the community requires bringing diverse community members into the planning process at the outset. Many
under-represented groups have not had direct
community planning involvement in the past. It is
important that under-represented communities be
given influence and control over the process, not
just be asked for their input. Begin by engaging

Core Equity Values
The National Association of Climate Resilience Planners’
Community-Driven Climate Resilience Planning Framework
calls for resilience planning processes to:
a

ctively address the inequities that contribute to vulnerability
 i
dentify and address barriers to participation so that vulnerable

and impacted residents have equal voice in the planning process
 i
nclude equity indicators
 i
nclude necessary policy and systems change efforts

to achieve equity
In its Equity in Building Resilience in Adaptation Planning publication,
the NAACP identified the equitable preservation of the following
as key to equitable climate resilience efforts:
L

ife and health

L

ivelihoods and economic security

S

afety and wellbeing

C

ore systems, services, and basic needs

C

ommunity and culture

E

nvironmental quality

L

and, home, and property

D
emocratic systems of governance
Rawpixel.com
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leaders of equity and diversity groups with whom
you have existing relationships. Listening, learning,
and building trust is a vital first step.There are a
growing number of justice and equity organizations
across the U.S. that have developed useful guidance.
You can find more information on equitable climate
resilience planning at the end of this section.
Preferred Terminology – Terminology related to
the racial and ethnic make-up of local populations
is a sensitive and ever-changing topic, yet highly
relevant to climate resilience. Preferred terms
(those preferred by the racial or ethnic group(s)
being referred to) have changed over time. The
term “minority” has recently fallen from favor
because it assumes that white people are the majority, even when they may make up less than half
the population. “People of color” has been more
recently accepted as the preferable term meaning non-white. It includes a vast array of different racial or ethnic groups, but it is important to
acknowledge that it still stems from an assumption
that “whiteness” (of western European descent) is
the norm or default, and also lumps all non-white
racial and ethnic groups together when they are,
in fact, diverse and potentially overlapping groups.
Because it is currently the preferred term within
social justice circles, we use the term “people of
color” throughout this guide, but also want to
acknowledge its shortcomings and the complexity
of the issue.
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they become, the more our communities feel the
impacts.
Nature also provides local residents with quality
of life benefits. When we ask local residents what
they value most about their community, it is often
related to the natural environment. For some communities, it is their river. For others it is the city
parks and green spaces, or a local lake. Often it is
hiking, hunting, fishing, wildlife viewing, horseback
riding, or ATV or snowmobile trails they enjoy on
the weekends.
In order to protect those values, which often contribute to local economies as well, natural systems
need to be included in the planning process, even if
they are outside city boundaries. Resource stewardship in a changing climate is particularly important, and involving resource managers and scientists
early on is critical. Resilience strategies are necessarily those that meet the needs of both people and the
ecological systems that support their quality of life.

Stewarding Nature
Our air, water, homes, and food all depend on
functioning natural systems to provide us with
resources. Natural systems also protect us from the
impacts of climate change. For example, wetlands
store flood waters, mangroves protect shorelines,
and mature forests have lower fire risk. Yet natural
systems are being stressed by human use and by
changing climate conditions, and the more stressed

Photo by Joe deSousa on Unsplash
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The Importance of Mainstreaming
Mainstreaming refers to the integration of climate
change considerations into every planning process
and all decisions. Currently, decisions are made
with an assumption (often implied rather than
explicit) of a future climate similar to the past. In
mainstreaming, that assumption gets replaced with
the explicit consideration of likely future climate
trends and related impacts, based on the best available science. Sometimes people think that mainstreaming can replace higher level climate resilience
planning processes, such as the one you are involved
in through this program, but both are needed.

FEMA ASSISTANCE
For local government Hazard Mitigation
Plans, FEMA provides grants for:
C
limate analysis/impact on hazard risks
 I
mplementation projects that mitigate risk

The Whole Community process takes a cross-sector,
higher level look at what the most vulnerable sectors
and resources are in the community, with strategies
thoughtfully designed to create co-benefits and prevent conflict. From there, the information on climate impacts, climate change vulnerabilities, and
community-wide priorities can be mainstreamed
into municipal department and sector-level planning processes.
This planning process will not eliminate the need to
do other planning, but it can and should inform and
support all other planning efforts going forward.
Your community likely has a schedule of upcoming
planning processes, such hazard mitigation, emergency management, transportation, water management, comprehensive plans, and others. These
processes will be ongoing as the Implementation
Team is putting your resilience strategies in place.
One of the best ways to support mainstreaming climate change considerations into these other planning processes is to make sure the planners leading
these other efforts have a solid grounding in climate
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Climate change is not bound by jurisdictional
lines, so including people outside your
boundaries can lay the foundation for working
together in the future.
resilience and are well-versed in the strategies identified in your community’s resilience plan. Your
Climate Trends Primer and Community Primer
should inform all community planning efforts going
forward to ensure that the planning is based on the
best existing information about current community
function and future conditions.
One particularly effective way to ensure that climate is considered appropriately in these planning
processes is to involve the staff leads for those planning processes in your climate resilience process
and make sure that ongoing training is made available to them. You may consider having lead staff
in key departments of your municipality become
credentialed through the Association of Climate
Change Officers as you move through this program.
Exposure to the topic and the relationship building that happens in this process will go a long way
toward helping you mainstream consideration of
climate impacts and support for the resilience strategies in the final plan.
If your community already has taken some action
to address climate change, you will want to integrate this resilience work with those efforts. Climate
Action Plans generally identify strategies for reducing greenhouse gas emissions, but they may or may
not have the resilience component. If you have a
Climate Action Plan in place before you begin this
resilience work, or if this process leads to an effort
to develop strategies to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, make sure you integrate the two efforts. This
will ensure that strategies between the two plans
support each other or at very least, do not conflict.

Mainstreaming also involves integrating climate
resilience strategies with other frameworks currently in use by your community. Climate resilience
strategies can support your community’s efforts
with programs, such as STAR Communities, the
Community Resilience System, and other certification programs related to sustainability and other
goals, so it is important to connect with those efforts
throughout the process.
Finally, consider cross-jurisdictional mainstreaming efforts that integrate action across neighboring
communities or between a county or parish and a
city or town. It can be very helpful to invite leaders
from these other jurisdictions to public forums or
to observe one or both workshops in order to educate and engage them on the topic of climate resilience. It is often the case that particular impacts of
climate change are not bound by jurisdictional lines,
so including these colleagues in your region can lay
the foundation for working together in the future.

Local Capacity
Local staffing capacity is a concern for many communities. This framework allows you to work at your
own pace based on existing capacity, but it is important to also maintain momentum for the effort, which
can take anywhere from 12 to 24 months. If you are
low on staff capacity, consider using dedicated volunteers and leveraging time, resources, and talents of
local residents, especially those who are advocating
that your community take action to build climate
resilience. Our suite of support services is available to
provide additional capacity, as needed.
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General Guidance and Principles
While this program is built on the foundation of our
Whole Community Resilience framework, many
groups have been leading climate change resilience
planning processes in this nascent field, and have
learned important lessons along the way. There
are many other climate resilience and adaptation

resources that can help inform your efforts. We will
point you toward them as you move through this
process. ICLEI Canada and the Union of Concerned
Scientists have published principles we find particularly helpful to consider at the beginning of a community-based climate resilience process.

ICLEI Canada’s four adaptation principles
1.	Balance immediate and long-term needs.
2.	Drive your initiative by identifying and following through on the actions your community can undertake
itself or directly influence without getting side-tracked or held back by the inaction of other stakeholders.
3.	Commit to an approach that enables staff to make decisions in the face of uncertainty.
4.	Recognize, value, and integrate existing work—both the work that is explicitly climate-driven and the work
that builds resilience but is not labeled as such.
http://www.icleicanada.org/images/icleicanada/pdfs/GuideWorkbookInfoAnnexes_WebsiteCombo.pdf

The Union of Concerned Scientists’ 15 principles to prioritize investments
in climate change adaptation:
1. Consider projected climate conditions.

8. Minimize harm and maximize options.

2. Use systems thinking.

9. Equip and empower local experts

3.	Match the scope of planning to the magnitude
of projected change

10.	Maximize transparency, accountability,
and follow through.

4.	Aim for robust decisions and policies

11.	Weed out maladaptation, both existing
and proposed

5.	Create opportunities to revise and change
course
6.	Ensure that the costs of responding to
climate change and the benefits of resiliencebuilding are equitably shared
7. Decide with, not for

12.	Consider the costs of inaction
13.	Work to protect what people cherish
14.	Reﬂect a long-term vision
15.	Appreciate limits to adaptation and
push mitigation

http://www.ucsusa.org/global-warming/prepare-impacts/climate-resilience-framework-and-principles
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FINDING OTHERS LIKE YOU
Whole Community Resilience is an ongoing process more than a plan. The plan provides a clear timeline and prioritized actions to help your community get started, but over time the plan will need to
be updated and could change dramatically. As the process unfolds, it will be extremely important to
learn from the experience of other communities, as well as your own.
You will benefit by connecting with other people who are doing similar work. While our Annual
Support program can help you share information and get advice from others, there are several other
options available free of charge:
American Society of Adaptation Professionals: www.adaptationprofessionals.org
ASAP is the professional association of the climate change adaptation field. Its mission is to support
and connect climate adaptation professionals while advancing innovation in the field of practice.
Association of Climate Change Officers: www.accoonline.org
ACCO is a community of practice that provides training and learning opportunities, links regional
efforts and members, and provides access to tools and resources.
Climate Adaptation Knowledge Exchange: www.cakex.org
CAKE aims to build a shared knowledge base for managing natural and built systems in the face of
rapid climate change. Just as importantly, it is intended to help build an innovative community of
practice.
Georgetown Climate Center: www.georgetownclimate.org
The nonpartisan Georgetown Climate Center seeks to advance effective climate and energy policies
in the United States and serves as a resource to state and local communities that are working to cut
carbon pollution and prepare for climate change.
All of these organizations can provide you with additional resources on specific topics as well as the
opportunity to join networks of others like you who are leading a community-based process.

Bigstock / jiawangkun
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RESOURCES
A current list of resources is available on the Climate Ready Communities website:
https://climatereadycommunities.org/resilience-resources/

General Resources
Georgetown Climate Center’s Adaptation Equity Portal –
http://www.adaptationclearinghouse.org/networks/adaptation-equity-portal/
Movement Strategy Center tools and publications – http://movementstrategy.org/publications-tools/
NAACP’s Equity in Building Resilience in Adaptation Planning publication –
http://www.naacp.org/latest/equity-in-resilience-building-for-climate-adaptation-planning/
National Association of Climate Resilience Planners’ Community-Driven Climate Resilience
Planning: A Framework – https://www.nacrp.org
Urban Sustainability Directors Network’s Guide to Equitable, Community-driven Climate Preparedness Planning –
https://www.usdn.org/uploads/cms/documents/usdn_guide_to_equitable_community-driven_climate_
preparedness-_high_res.pdf
Advancing Climate Justice in California: Guiding Principles and Recommendations for Policy and
Funding Decisions – http://www.healthyworldforall.org/en/AdvancingClimateJusticeInCalifornia.html
Life After Carbon’s Innovation Network for Communities – http://lifeaftercarbon.net/innovation
-network-for-communities/climate-change/

Climate Change Literacy
National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) white board videos about climate change – https://climate.nasa.gov/
climate_resource_center/earthminute?fbclid=IwAR2SZ_bkrfPhW6234pKSV6F9bJL4_AvBzExOPA5Aa2Oe1zk4gll_BI_ksMQ
National Oceanic and Atmospheric and Administration (NOAA) information on climate news, science, maps, and
projections – https://www.climate.gov
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