
	  

Tracking progress on climate change: developing a tool for monitoring 
and evaluation for local governments 

 

Susie Moloney1, Helen Scott1 and Fran Macdonald2 
1Centre for Urban Research,  

RMIT University 
Melbourne VIC 3000 

AUSTRALIA 
2Western Alliance for Greenhouse Action 

Sunshine VIC 3020 
AUSTRALIA 

Email: Susie.moloney@rmit.edu.au  
 
ABSTRACT  

In the post Paris climate policy context, there is an imperative to effectively monitor and evaluate 
progress across a range of scales in responding to climate change. In particular the focus on how well 
we are tracking adaptation progress has been identified as a key challenge (Christiansen, L. et al 
2016; Ford et al 2015).  While this is particularly important for comparing progress across nations in 
terms of assessing current actions and future needs, this challenge also applies to regional and sub-
regional scales where the impacts of climate change are most prevalent. Attention turns to the 
capacity of local actors, particularly local governments, and their capacity to track progress and 
improve on climate change adaptation (CCA) planning and action. While many Australian local 
governments have begun implementing actions, few have identified ways to systematically monitor, 
evaluate and report (ME&R) on these actions to ensure they are achieving their stated objectives, 
contributing to successful CCA and avoiding maladaptation. This paper presents a case study of a 
regional local government climate change alliance in western Melbourne who over three years 
designed and developed a ME&R framework (‘How Well Are We Adapting?’) designed as a learning 
and communication tool for internal and external use. We present the project process, framework and 
indicators and discuss the challenges and issues involved in developing a ‘fit-for-purpose’ approach to 
ME&R for local governments. 

1. Introduction  

There is a growing imperative for organisations, agencies and government departments at a range of 
scales to effectively monitor and evaluate (M & E) how well they are progressing in response to 
climate change. Recent research has identified the need to focus on how well we are tracking 
progress on adaptation (Christiansen, L. et al 2016; Ford et al 2015).  This challenge involves 
developing methods and building capacity to enable the assessment of current actions and future 
needs not only for comparing progress across nations but also at regional and sub-regional (and 
urban) scales where the impacts of climate change are most keenly experienced. In the Australian 
context, climate change plans and strategies have been developed by many local governments; 
however, it is unclear to what extent municipalities are planning effectively for climate change and 
whether their actions are delivering well-adapted outcomes. Internationally there are a number of 
frameworks for M & E for climate change adaptation (CCA), many focusing on development initiatives 
in developing world contexts (Spearman & McGray 2011, Villanueva 2011), although very few have 
been implemented at the local scale (Turner et al 2014) and very few local governments have 
developed an approach to M & E for CCA (Scott 2018, Woodruff & Stults 2016). A key challenge is the 
capacity to develop an approach that is ‘fit-for-purpose’, rather than one that is standardised or ‘off-
the-shelf’, in order to respond more precisely to different contexts given the specificities of location and 
impacts, institutional context, policies and programs (Mathew et al 2016).  This paper focuses on the 
case study of a local government alliance in Melbourne, the Western Alliance for Greenhouse Action 
(WAGA), that recently developed a ‘fit-for-purpose’ framework and process for tracking progress on 
climate change adaptation. The following first provides a brief overview of the issues involved in M & E 
for CCA, and second outlines the project process, framework, indicators and pilot phase. The paper 
concludes with some discussion about the key challenges, achievements and lessons from this case 
study. 



	  

2. M&E for CCA  

Given the progress in developing plans and actions for adaptation in the Australian context (Collins 
2016), the challenge now is to better understand how effective and how successful these adaptation 
plans and actions have been and how best to target action for the future (Hedger et al. 2008; 
Villanueva 2011). Adaptation refers to actions taken to adjust to a changing climate (UNFCCC), the 
process by which such adjustment is reached (UNDP, UKCIP), or the outcome of a process that leads 
to a reduction in risk (UKCIP, IPCC) (Bours et al. 2014a). Clarity around which definition to use is 
important for determining what is being evaluated and for assessing what makes good adaptation 
(Hedger et al. 2008). The following briefly outlines key lessons from a review of literature on M & E for 
climate change adaptation (Turner, Moloney, Glover, Fünfgeld 2014) highlighting the purpose of 
undertaking M & E, approaches used, key challenges and lessons for developing an approach to 
reporting. 

As a first step, it is essential to determine the purpose for doing M & E as part of the process of 
embedding it into decision-making and improved planning. Spearman & McGray (2011) state that M & 
E plays two critical roles in promoting successful adaptation: to add to the long-term process of 
learning “what works” in adaptation and to provide a powerful tool to help practitioners manage their 
work. There may be a number of reasons for undertaking an evaluation that are generally related to 
the stated objectives of an adaptation initiative. These have been identified as  including: to evaluate 
effectiveness of interventions, assess efficiency of resource allocation, understand the equity 
implications of actions, provide accountability, assess outcomes, improve learning, improve future 
actions or compare interventions (Hedger et al. 2008; Preston et al. 2011; Pringle 2011; Sanahuja 
2011). In determining an appropriate M & E framework, it is also important to consider the different 
adaptation activities being addressed, which have been categorized into two areas: those that build 
adaptive capacity and those that deliver adaptation actions (UKCIP 2013). Building adaptive capacity 
involves developing a community’s or an organisation’s capacity to respond to the impacts of climate 
change, while adaptation actions focus more on taking practical steps to directly reduce or manage 
the biophysical impacts of climate change (such as increases in heat waves), to address non-climatic 
factors contributing to vulnerability or to exploit positive opportunities (UKCIP 2013). 

The next step is to develop an approach, which typically includes four types: Input-output-outcome 
focused evaluations; Process focused evaluations; Evaluation of behavioural change; and Economic 
evaluations (Villanueva 2011, p. 20).  These approaches tend to focus on defining and measuring 
adaptive capacity and risk reduction against a predefined set of indicators (Villanueva 2011, p. 31). 
While few have been implemented, Villanueva’s analysis identifies three key issues that have 
emerged from past and current practice that are important to consider in developing a ‘fit-for-purpose’ 
framework: i). adopt a process-based approach, not simply a deterministic approach focusing on 
inputs/outputs; ii). ensure the approach is dynamic and reflexive, not static; and iii). move beyond 
focusing only on efficiency and effectiveness towards a more learning based approach. Monitoring 
and evaluating both the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ of adaptation processes and actions are critical in order to 
improve decision making and will involve analysis of both quantitative and qualitative data. 

In developing an approach to reporting it is not necessary to be comprehensive. The AEA (2012) 
argues that: “Developing adaptation indicators need to navigate a path between simplification and 
quantification on one hand, and developing a rich understanding of the complexities which underpin 
adaptation on the other” (pg 34).  The SMART (ie. specific, measurable, agreed, relevant, time-bound) 
(Turner et al 2014) approach is a useful set of criteria for the development of all indicator types. This 
may be incorporated implicitly or explicitly, but offers an early platform on which to develop a suite of 
indicators. Some of the key lessons used to inform the development of the WAGA framework focused 
around the importance of M & E as a learning framework which emphasises a participatory approach 
to engaging a broad range of stakeholders in the process. For M & E to be most useful it must be 
understood as an ongoing and iterative process over long-term time frames (Bours et al 2013, Bours 
et al. 2014b). To ensure that the ongoing learning from M & E can inform key policy and program 
decisions, it is important to consider the timing of reporting relative to decision making cycles and how 
best and to whom to communicate learnings to improve actions. A continuous learning approach is 
particularly important in the context of CCA because the inherent nature of climate risks and impacts is 
that they are both uncertain and long term.  

 



	  

3. Case Study: How Well Are We Adapting? WAGA  

This case study focuses on the ‘How Well Are We Adapting?’ project developed by the Western 
Alliance for Greenhouse Action (WAGA) which is a partnership of eight councils in the west of 
Melbourne: the Cities of Brimbank, Greater Geelong, Hobsons Bay, Maribyrnong, Melton, Moonee 
Valley and Wyndham, and the Shire of Moorabool. WAGA’s role is to coordinate and enable councils 
to better plan for climate change and to build capacity regionally by working together on regional 
strategies and projects. WAGA developed ‘How Well Are We Adapting?’ for its member councils as 
the first major project in the implementation of the alliance’s regional Climate Change Adaptation 
Strategy and Action Plan (WAGA 2013). 

Following the release of a Risk Assessment (WAGA  2011) and Adaptation Strategy (2013), WAGA 
identified the need to better understand how well councils were adapting to climate change over time 
and how, as an alliance, it could assist councils to track their progress and improve decision-making. 
The councils applied for and received funding from the Victorian Government for a three year project 
to develop a ME&R framework for climate change adaptation involving a number of key project 
partners: RMIT University, Net Balance Foundation and (for the final year) Federation University of 
Australia (Centre for eResearch and Digital Innovation). 

Rather than taking an ‘off the shelf’ approach, the project partners designed a tool with the needs of 
the specific councils and of the western region in mind. The project sought to build on emerging 
international research and practice around effective ME&R for climate change adaptation (Hedger et 
al. 2008, UNDP 2009, Pringle 2011, Villanueva 2011, Bours et al 2013, 2014a, c). It also proceeded 
from the beginning by involving council staff – the officers who would input the data and use the tool – 
in developing and trialling a set of indicators to test their CCA responses across a range of council 
service areas as well as the tool’s functionality and interface. 

For residents in the region, the public area of the online tool aims to raise awareness of local climate 
change impacts and how to address them, and provide a reporting mechanism to assure residents 
that their councils were taking action. Through an internal reporting section, local government staff 
input relevant data against the indicators to track the impacts on council services and assets, to inform 
future decision-making and understand how well these services and assets are adapting to climate 
change. 

That three-year project, completed in 2017, developed and piloted the overall framework, and a 
comprehensive set of indicators for two of the identified council themes: (a) community wellbeing and 
emergency management, and (b) open space and water security, and the online interfaces. The next 
phase of the project will develop indicators across other themes (covering land use planning and 
regulation, and asset management) and extend the tool to other regions and councils in Victoria. In the 
future, the project partners also expect the tool to be adapted for use by other levels of government 
and the private sector. The project partners have applied for funding from the Victorian Government to 
undertake the second phase of development. 

The project team took a participatory approach throughout the project through a series of workshops 
involving participation from a broad range of external and internal council stakeholders to capture a 
diverse range of inputs into the early design of the framework. A literature review (prepared by 
university research partners – see Turner et al 2014), a gap analysis of existing council strategies and 
approaches and a materiality assessment were key processes that informed the scope of the project 
and framework. 
	  
The following lists the key objectives for ‘How Well Are We Adapting?’ developed by the WAGA 
project team  (see WAGA 2016): Help us track how councils are managing or responding to climate 
change; Monitor the impacts of climate on council operations; Communicate with the community about 
climate vulnerability and council action; Assess the effectiveness of actions and inform future actions* 
(i.e. if there are maladaptive actions occurring) (*Eventual goal); Evaluate and report on actions that 
help manage climate risks (Management); Focus on learning rather than measuring success or failure 
(Learning and Improving); and Focus on areas of commonality across all WAGA councils (Integration).  
The framework design was informed by the literature review and stakeholder workshops, which 
highlighted the need to establish both regional scale and municipal scale baselines to evaluate 
councils’ performance and to ensure that both vulnerability and adaptive capacity measures were 



	  

incorporated through the theme components. Figure 1 outlines the resulting ‘How Well Are We 
Adapting?’ framework. 

Figure 1: How Well Are We Adapting? M E & R Framework for WAGA region (WAGA 2016) 

 
Once the framework structure was finalised, the next stage involved the co-production of indicator sets 
with the participating councils’ officers aligned to the sectors under the priority themes. Two 

Regional baseline indicators 

This data gives us the context and highlights regional vulnerabilities that will inform where to target 
interventions. However, council policies have little immediate influence over these indicators. 

Climate variables 

Climate parameters such as temperature or rainfall will be tracked over time to inform council 
planning and response over the medium to longer-term. 

Regional vulnerability or resilience 

Indicators that suggest heightened vulnerability to key climate impacts, e.g. socio-economic 
disadvantage, demographics, physical vulnerability and flood risk, etc., will be monitored 

Priority themes 

Important council sectors affected by climate change 

Community wellbeing & emergency management 

Open space & water security 

Assets & infrastructure 

Planning, building & regulation 

Theme components 

These indicators are targeted at the individual council impact and intervention level, rather than at 
the regional scale– the climate impact and adaptation responses described and monitored here 
are grounded in councils’ service delivery and implemented by operational staff. 

Through combining indicators from each theme under these components, the councils and WAGA 
will have enough information to provide an informed story to council and the community about 
what is happening.  

1. Service vulnerability or resilience  
Measure the ability of a service or asset to cope with and recover from the effects climate 
variability and change (i.e. measures vulnerability but could measure action effectiveness). 

2. Institutional capacity 
Measure the existence of appropriate structures, institutions, processes (formal or informal) or 
legal frameworks to respond and adapt to climate change.  For example, appropriate 
knowledge, staff training, committees, and coordination of risk across the organisation, etc. 

3. Resourcing and budgets  
Captures the extent to which actions and processes to address climate change are costed, 
budgeted for, and financially provided for (also financial impacts of changing climate) 

4. Participation and Awareness  
Assesses the extent to which climate change planning involves all relevant stakeholders and 
evaluates their awareness of climate change issues, use of climate information, 
understanding of risks and potential response options, as well as actions to promote 
awareness in different contexts. 

 



	  

workshops were held with staff from the eight WAGA councils that deliver services or operations within 
community wellbeing, emergency management, open space and water security. Note that these 
themes were prioritised in the initial indicator development and piloting phase due to time constraints 
in the project, on the understanding that indicators would eventually be developed for all council 
services and assets. Agreement was reached upon a set of adaptation principles to inform the 
indicators drawing on literature and practice of robust decision making (Hallegate 2008, Silke and 
Renouf 2014) (see also https://www.weadapt.org/knowledge-base/adaptation-decision-making/robust-
decision-making)  
 
The adaptation principles that informed indicator development for ‘How Well Are We Adapting?’ 
focused on how adaptation implements processes or outcomes that:  

• Continue to perform under a number of different future scenarios;  
• Increase flexibility;  
• Build in resilience and/or redundancy;  
• Meet planned budgets;  
• Don’t increase CO2-e;  
• Don’t increase community vulnerability;  
• Avoids adverse outcomes (maladaptation (see Barnett, J. & O’Neill, S., (2010)).  

 
Through the workshops practitioners were asked to imagine what adaptation success would look like 
and develop narratives for successful adaptation for the region. The following lists the indicator criteria 
used to develop indicators within the framework (drawing also on the SMART criteria):  

• Must be sensitive to change;  
• Data collection achievable;  
• Informative;  
• Useful more generally; 
• Council can influence. 

 
The draft framework and indicators were initially piloted with two councils within the WAGA region and 
then refined through an expanded roll-out with five councils: Brimbank, Hobsons Bay, Maribyrnong, 
Melton and Wyndham. Two sets of indicators were tested in this process: open space and water 
security (14 draft indicators) and community wellbeing and emergency management (15 draft 
indicators). The initial pilots originally aimed to test data collection against the indicators; however 
indicators were not sufficiently developed to progress to data collection without first refining them 
through a detailed testing process with staff in the relevant internal teams. Rather than concentrating 
on data collection as a means to assess the framework, emphasis shifted to internal staff interviews, 
with a small data collection phase included at the end of the pilots. The pilots were valuable for their 
in-depth refinement of the indicators which resulted in a much more robust set of indicators.  

 
4. Discussion: Issues, Achievements and Lessons for the future  

Two key issues emerged, the first concerned resourcing constraints for council officers arising from 
conflict with pre-existing work commitments and insufficient work-planning. This was amplified through 
a lack of managerial support in some councils at times, with other priorities seen to be more important. 
The second concerned the longer than expected time involved in undertaking effective internal 
engagement to get participation from non-sustainability teams, who in many cases were unfamiliar 
with climate change as a concern in their work. This meant that engagement, largely driven by the 
project officer, was difficult to achieve in some areas and sometimes had to proceed from first 
principles. It took six weeks to three months to gain internal support and negotiate with teams to 
participate around their existing work commitments. An organisation’s capacity to invest in CCA 
response, committing in this case to a process of data collection, monitoring, evaluation, learning and 
review to inform decision making, was shown to require political and senior management support and 
resourcing to support it (confirming Productivity Commission 2012: 156). Without this support, some 
council officers struggled to commit the necessary time towards the process.  

Despite these challenges around implementation, the piloting process was successful for a number of 
reasons, and demonstrated some clear achievements. Firstly, the process allowed for an assessment 
of the revised indicators to ensure they were valuable to operational teams’ decision making around 
adaptation response. This included confirming that indicators were considered achievable, either 



	  

because of their alignment with existing reporting, or because it would not be very difficult to collect 
the necessary data. Testing proved that the indicators produced useful data which demonstrate the 
effect of climate change across local government services and operations, thus creating an evidence 
base to argue for adaptation support both internally and externally. This evidence based approach 
was also important because ultimately the indicators and data produced were seen as useful by the 
officers who collected and assessed them; that is, the data collection exercise was seen as directly 
relevant to their work. Secondly, the pilots also identified a need to determine whether there were 
different ‘levels of reporting’ required to accommodate a progression pathway from entry level 
reporting through to advanced reporting, to align with councils’ varying levels of adaptation capacity. 
The pilots also initiated discussion around the disclosure levels for reporting against the framework, 
including questions about which data and indicators would be reported only internally, and which 
would also be reported to the community through the public interface of the tool.  

Through the participatory, co-production process employed throughout the project, the tool helped to 
embed adaptation into council activities, increase capacity and encourage information sharing 
between WAGA councils. It moved climate change impacts and adaptation from an abstract notion to 
a tangible ‘day-to-day’ issue, which staff could identify as directly impacting their work. Importantly, the 
tool supported a community of practice on climate change response in local government. Given the 
lack of a standardised approach and the contextual nature of adaptation, a learning-by-doing 
approach helped to more efficiently and effectively build capacity.  

An evaluation of the ‘How well are we adapting?’ process showed there were several further lessons. 
It found that the framework was suitable to be applied more broadly than for program evaluation. It 
could provide a mechanism for measurement of how well councils are responding to climate change, 
and therefore more effectively plan for impacts.  For the tool’s ongoing effectiveness, governance 
responsibility for monitoring, evaluation and reporting needs to be vested in those who will collect and 
use the data to inform decisions, and this needs to be reflected in internal business and work plans. 
Unsurprisingly, executive approval and authority – and therefore engagement – is essential for 
maintaining the involvement of operational staff. Finally, the tool needs to be flexible and adaptable. 
This will enable local governments to experiment with both internal and external reporting and 
communications, and for indicators to be added and amended as needs change or capacity grows.  

 

5. Conclusion  

In this paper we have provided a brief overview of a case study involving a group of local councils in 
Melbourne (WAGA) who developed a framework to monitor, evaluate and report on climate change 
adaptation that was ‘fit-for-purpose’. While there are a range of frameworks and approaches to M & E 
for CCA available to local decision makers, very few have been implemented and as such little is 
known about the process of actually ‘doing M & E’ in practice at the local scale. The councils 
examined in this case study adopted a ‘learning by doing’ approach involving a range of key 
stakeholders to help inform the development of a framework that addressed issues and challenges 
around M & E for CCA and also addressed the specific needs of local councils that would be 
implementing the framework. In adopting a participatory approach, the project team was able to 
ensure that key staff in each council understood the relevance and value of developing a framework 
and clarified the purpose of doing M & E for their service delivery areas. 

While there were a number of challenges around the initial implementation, which finished in 2016, 
many practitioners involved in the project have seen value in the tool, the framework and the 
indicators to inform their decision making and improve and align internal processes around CCA 
response. For councils, the key benefits of the overall indicator framework and the individual indicators 
are that they allow council teams to embed adaptation into their activities, mainly by using the data to 
show officers and senior managers that CCA is not an abstract issue but a tangible ‘day-to-day’ 
concern directly impacting their work. Certainly, the data demonstrates that climate change negatively 
affects council services and assets but the data’s granularity also reveals specific opportunities for 
councils to be more efficient and effective in their management of climate risks into the future. As 
trends in the data emerge over time, the effects and the opportunities are only expected to become 
clearer. While councils – and any organisation – cannot ever expect to be certain about the future 
impacts of climate change, ‘How Well Are We Adapting?’ is designed to reduce uncertainty as the 
data improves. The framework can also be used to monitor and facilitate councils’ governance and 



	  

compliance for adaptation against their adaptation strategies and assist them in meeting legislative 
requirements. The framework will also be used to share knowledge around the varying approaches 
and facilitate learning around adaptation across participating councils, as it provides a benchmarking 
platform to compare differences and so more easily identify what is working and what needs to be 
improved. As global reporting platforms (such as the Global Reporting Initiative) grapple with how to 
report climate change adaptation progress, ‘How well are we adapting?’ provides a tangible example 
of a practical framework and approach. It is hoped that the lessons from this case study can provide 
decision making support and guidance to others embarking on similar processes. As we see more 
examples of M & E for CCA processes emerging in local contexts, future research is needed to 
explore further how the process of embedding M & E can inform effective planning and decision 
making. 
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