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ABSTRACT 

Governments at varying levels have invested funds in climate modelling, impact, risk and vulnerability 
assessments, and proactive planning for future climate conditions. Local governments have been very 
active in this space, as climate change adaptation is recognised to be particularly context specific. In 
Australia, many local governments have developed either stand-alone climate change adaptation 
plans, or incorporated significant adaptation goals and actions in other organisational strategies. 
However, are these strategies and actions contributing to ‘successful’ adaptation – a somewhat 
slippery concept? Monitoring and evaluation can contribute to our knowledge of whether actions are 
effective, and for whom, in which context. There are many barriers and challenges to monitoring and 
evaluating climate change adaptation, but decades of evaluation theory and practice can help address 
these challenges. A recent survey of Australian local governments, however, suggests that not all 
plans are being actively and systematically monitored, and evaluations are often internal reviews, 
rather than rigorous evaluations. This presentation will provide the preliminary findings of a national 
survey of local governments’ adaptation monitoring and evaluation efforts, and how they may 
contribute to our understanding of whether we are ‘adapting successfully’.  

1. INTRODUCTION  

Local governments (LGs) globally are at the forefront of responding to climate change impacts. Over 
the last 10-12 years, Australian LGs have undertaken climate change risk and vulnerability 
assessments, and developed climate change adaptation (CCA) plans – both as stand-alone 
documents and as part of broader sustainability and climate action strategies (Collins 2016). As these 
plans and strategies are implemented, the imperative is to understand how well CCA initiatives are 
reducing climate risk and vulnerability, increasing adaptive capacity, and contributing to successful 
climate change adaptation. Monitoring and evaluation (M&E) provides a vital mechanism to assess 
and manage progress, and contribute to the evidence base for learning what works, for whom, and in 
what context (Spearman & McGray 2011). There are many documented challenges for M&E of CCA, 
and it is not currently widely undertaken by the LG sector (Woodruff & Stults 2016). The research 
presented in this paper is part of a larger PhD research project seeking to understand how monitoring 
and evaluation is influencing CCA planning, decision-making and action.  It presents the preliminary 
results of a national survey of Australian LG, undertaken between September 2017 and January 2018, 
investigating how Australian LG are monitoring and evaluating their CCA plans and initiatives. The 
paper first outlines the research methodology, then provides an overview of current M&E of CCA 
literature. It then presents the findings from the survey, followed by discussion of M&E of CCA for LG.  

2. METHODOLOGY   

The research presented here forms part of a broader PhD research project investigating monitoring 
and evaluation’s influence on CCA planning, decision-making and action in LG. It was undertaken in 
four phases: i) a review of the evaluation literature and also the literature concerned with M&E of CCA 



ii) compiling an updated database of Australian local government (LG) CCA plans, iii) developing and 
distributing an online survey, and iv) undertaking statistical and thematic analysis of survey responses. 
After the literature review, the next phase was to compile an updated database of Australian LG CCA 
plans, building on the ‘Australian Climate Change Adaptation Database’ (Collins 2015). Each of 540 
Australian Local Government (LG) websites was searched to ascertain if a climate change adaptation 
plan had been produced, was in development or a risk assessment undertaken (which may lead to 
actions, if not a fully developed CCA plan). Combined with Collins’ 2015 database, this provided a 
comprehensive list of LG that had developed CCA plans between 2006 to 2017. By building on 
Collins’ existing database, the combined list included existing plans, as well as identifying LG that had 
developed CCA plans previously that were not currently displayed on their websites.  
 
Phase three involved developing and distributing an online survey using the Qualtrics software, 
targeting those councils that had been identified as having some form of CCA plan or undertaking 
CCA action. The survey was distributed to approximately 190 LGs via four mechanisms: i) direct 
distribution to a known contact, ii) snowball referral from a known contact, iii) distribution to a generic 
departmental email and iv) promotion via a trusted entity such as Greenhouse Alliance (Victoria), 
Region of Councils (NSW) or some other Alliance (eg: resilience alliance in SA). Although councils 
that had been identified as having a CCA plan in the last 10 years were targeted, due to broad 
distribution through networks, councils that had not been pre-identified also participated in the survey.  
 
Finally, the survey included both closed and open-ended questions, enabling survey results to be both 
statistically and thematically analysed. 
 
Like any survey instrument, there were limitations. Of particular note is that the survey was distributed 
to staff at different levels of LG, with different responsibilities – from Executive managers to 
operational officers. They therefore came with different knowledge and perceptions for completing the 
survey.  

3. MONITORING AND EVALUATION OF CLIMATE CHANGE ADAPTATION  

The global imperative to adapt to uncertain future climate change impacts in an anticipatory and 
planned manner was formally recognised in the 2015 Paris Agreement through the establishment of a 
global CCA goal (UNFCCC 2015, Article 7.7a, p.6). Complementing the Paris Agreement is Goal 13 of 
the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), “take urgent action to combat climate 
change and its impacts” (United Nations 2017). Globally and in Australia, governments across scales 
have developed a plethora of CCA policies and plans to build adaptive capacity and implemented 
actions to reduce risk and vulnerability (Adger et al. 2005; Collins 2016). LGs have been particularly 
active, with prevailing opinion noting that CCA is a particularly local phenomenon that is context 
specific (Baker et al. 2012; Measham et al. 2011). Nonetheless, empirical evidence is scant as to 
whether these policies, plans and initiatives are reducing vulnerability to future climate impacts, whose 
vulnerability, and in what context (Bours et al. 2014a; Leagnavar et al. 2015; Sanahuja 2011). 
Monitoring and evaluation (M&E) plays a key role in addressing this knowledge gap, and determining 
if implemented initiatives are contributing to successful adaptation.  
 
The importance of M&E for CCA is underpinned by societal, financial and learning imperatives: to 
know if adaptation initiatives are actually reducing vulnerability and risk; to understand that money is 
being invested wisely; and to share what interventions work, how and why they work, for whom, in 
what contexts (Dinshaw et al. 2014; Lamhauge et al. 2011; Sanahuja 2011; Villanueva 2011). 
Considering these imperatives, M&E for CCA can provide multiple functions, including: identifying and 
understanding the need for an intervention, facilitating design of an initiative, guiding the 
implementation of an initiative, demonstrating accountability, contributing to the learning of what 
interventions work in which circumstances, and how they may be applied in different contexts, but also 
contributing to the learning about the broader issue (Dinshaw et al. 2014; Spearman & McGray 2011).   
 
Most CCA planning guides identify the need to incorporate M&E (Giordano et al. 2014; ICLEI Canada 
2011; ICLEI Oceania 2008; LGA South Australia 2014). However, several reviews of CCA plans have 
found that while organisations are undertaking a variety of CCA planning approaches, implementation 
is still limited and importantly, few plans contained detailed M&E strategies (Baker et al. 2012; 
Lesnikowski et al. 2015; Woodruff & Stults 2016).  



 
There are significant challenges associated with M&E for CCA. Individually they are not unique to 
CCA, however combined they impose complex issues (Bours et al. 2015; Leagnavar et al. 2015; 
Dinshaw et al. 2014; Sanahuja 2011; Villanueva 2011). One challenge is the long time frames 
associated with potential climate change impacts, and issues of conducting M&E long after 
implementation of an initiative is finished (Bours et al. 2014b; Dinshaw et al. 2014; Fisher et al. 2015; 
Lamhauge et al. 2011). Also, central to many CCA initiatives is reducing the severity or avoiding 
negative impacts of distant future climate change. Establishing counterfactuals (what would have 
happened without the program) and measuring avoided impacts is seen as a significant challenge for 
M&E of CCA (Bours et al. 2014b; Spearman & McGray 2011).  
 
The lack of a common indicator framework to measure CCA interventions, outcomes and impacts 
creates M&E framework design challenges, but also adds to the challenge of learning from and 
comparing CCA efforts (Bours et al. 2014a; Lamhauge et al. 2011; Leiter 2015). The particularly local 
perspective inherent in much CCA action, however, suggests locally-defined indicators are most 
relevant for measuring local impact, and for contributing to meaningful learning at the local level (Tyler 
et al. 2014).  
 
Uncovering and measuring unintended consequences and maladaptation is a particular concern for 
M&E of CCA, particularly when combined with the long time frames (Bours et al. 2014a). This is 
compounded by the challenge of changing baselines caused by uncertain and complex impacts and 
environments (Bours et al. 2014b; Brooks & Fisher 2011; Dinshaw et al. 2014; Fisher et al. 2015; 
Lamhauge et al. 2011) and the complex, multi-sectoral nature that is typical of CCA (Bours et al. 
2014a; McKinnon & Hole 2015; Sanahuja 2011).   Additionally, although attribution of outcomes to 
particular initiatives is an important challenge inherent in all M&E activities (Shadish et al. 1991), due 
to the range of factors that influence M&E for CCA, it is considered even more challenging (Dinshaw 
et al. 2014; Fisher et al. 2015; Lamhauge et al. 2011; Leiter 2015). Finally, although the importance of 
M&E for CCA appears to be recognised, it is rarely prioritised, and poorly financed (Spearman & 
McGray 2011). 
 
The evaluation literature provides views on which M&E methods and approaches may be applied to 
address various challenges (Dinshaw et al. 2014). Consequently, numerous M&E frameworks have 
been developed targeting CCA as well as guidance for CCA indicator development (Bours, et al. 
2014b and 2014c; Brooks & Fisher 2011; Dinshaw et al. 2014; Villanueva 2011). The heterogeneity 
evident in the frameworks reflects the different needs of those developing and using them, but can 
make selecting an approach difficult for LG practitioners. Turner et al. (2014) note there has been little 
documented application of these frameworks at the local level. 

4. FINDINGS – M&E OF CCA: THE AUSTRALIAN LOCAL GOVERNMENT 
CONTEXT  

The first phase of the research, updating the CCA plan database, identified that 198 councils had 
developed CCA plans in the last 12 years, but not all of these were current. While some LGs had 
developed individual plans, many had gone through the CCA planning process as part of a regional 
group (such as the Western Alliance for Greenhouse Action councils in Victoria, or the Resilient East 
councils in South Australia). This was particularly the case in Tasmania, South Australia, NSW and 
Western Australia where the majority of LG were part of a regional group strategy. Of the 198 LGs that 
had CCA plans, plans representing 185 LG were currently available online (nb: one regional plan may 
represent up to 8 LGs).  
 
The response to the online survey was positive, and results provide a solid overview of M&E of CCA 
across the country. Overall there was a 46% response rate, with 87 completed surveys returned. 
Some states are better represented, with response rates highest in Victoria (65%), Western Australia 
(55%) and South Australia (52%). Further analysis of the survey data is being done, but the following 
Table 1 presents a state-by-state snapshot of responses. 
 
 
 
 



Table 1: State-by-state CCA planning and M&E snapshot  
State # Valid 

responses 
% 

Respondents 
with CCA plan 

% Plan in 
development 

% of those 
with plan with 
M&E in plan 

% of those with 
plan that are 
Evaluating  

ACT*/NSW 13 69% 8% 56% 22% 
NT* 1 * * * * 
QLD 6 50% 17% 33% 67% 
SA 16 88% 0% 36% 0% 
TAS 6 67% 17% 75% 50% 
VIC 28 71% 11% 45% 15% 
WA 17 65% 6% 28% 9% 
TOTAL 87 71% 8% 38% 18% 

*Due to only one valid response from NT and ACT, their responses will not be reported separately to 
maintain confidentiality 

4.1. Governance of CCA and M&E of CCA 

Unsurprisingly, for those LG with a CCA plan, it was generally the sustainability/environment area that 
carried overall responsibility for ensuring that the plan was implemented, recognising that many (if not 
all) areas across council had responsibility for implementing specific actions. This was most 
pronounced in Victoria, where the environment team had responsibility for 19 of the 23 CCA plans 
(either existing or in development). However, where the environment team itself is located within the 
council structure varies. For example, in South Australia, it was frequently identified as located in 
‘Assets’ or ‘Assets and Engineering’, whereas other states it may sit within ‘Planning’, or ‘Community’ 
areas. Some councils identified climate change groups within council that had carriage of plans, while 
others noted that ‘nobody!’ had responsibility to see that the plan was implemented.  

4.2. How are Councils Monitoring their CCA Efforts? 

As shown in Table 1, just over a third (38%) of councils identified that their CCA plans contained a 
M&E framework or plan. Most frameworks were developed internally by council staff, or as part of a 
regional plan development process. Some survey respondents identified that significant levels of 
research had been undertaken to develop the M&E components of plans – looking at both local and 
international sources. Many looked to other local and state government environment and climate 
strategies and guidance. Some councils acknowledged that their M&E frameworks were only tracking 
whether actions had been implemented or not, rather than investigating the scale or nature of impact – 
so did not require much guidance to develop. Thirteen respondents stated they were not monitoring 
their CCA efforts at all, of if so, only in an ad hoc way. 
 
The absence of an M&E plan, however, did not preclude councils from monitoring their CCA efforts. 
For those councils that indicated they were monitoring their CCA plan or initiatives (49% of total 
respondents), just over half are monitoring if actions are being implemented. This was often aligned 
with regular performance management reporting, whether to internal council Executives or to regional 
steering groups (if plans were developed regionally). Some noted that they will develop monitoring 
further so as to measure climate impacts, and changes in community risk, vulnerability or resilience. 
There was a substantial number of councils whose monitoring efforts tracked action implementation, 
but some had also moved into measuring outputs (for example tree cover, staff completion of 
adaptation training), outcomes (such as regular community resilience surveys), or climate impacts 
(coastal erosion). None specifically mentioned monitoring adaptive capacity. Many councils 
recognised that their current monitoring was limited, and indicated they will be developing frameworks 
in the future that take into account change in risk and/or vulnerability outcomes and changing climate 
impacts in their region.  



4.3. How is CCA Being Evaluated? 

Of those LGs that reported having a CCA plan, 18% had conducted some form of evaluation. Over 
half of these were evaluations conducted internally by the organisation (55%).  Otherwise, LG turned 
to specialist evaluators and universities to conduct evaluations. The survey indicates that LG are 
undertaking a mix of both summative and formative evaluations, focused on outcomes achieved as 
well as the process of delivering their CCA plans.  
 
Although formal evaluations were not often used, most LGs undertook informal internal reviews of 
their plans, often as part of regular reporting requirements. In the absence of a formal CCA plan, 
Kingborough council in Tasmania had selected coastal hot spot sites and was using them to evaluate 
climate risks and plan for adaptation options.  These case study sites were used to monitor, assess 
and report to both the Council and community.  

4.4. Challenges Faced by LG in M&E of CCA 

A rich array of challenges was identified for monitoring of CCA by both those who had monitoring 
systems in place, and those who were yet to establish systematic monitoring. The most frequently 
cited barriers could apply to many aspects of LG operations: i) competing priorities (both staff and 
organisational), ii) lack of financial resources, iii) lack of staff (several councils identified positions with 
responsibility for climate adaptation that were vacant), iv) lack of internal knowledge and skills, v) lack 
of leadership commitment to both CCA and to prioritising M&E, and vi) the lack of accountability and 
responsibility. Other challenges were more particular to monitoring CCA, including: i) no standardised 
approach for M&E of CCA, ii) no readily available datasets to draw on, iii) the difficulty in tracking 
change over the long-term (including a perception of less urgency to track change), and iv) the lack of 
external drivers to track and report change (from Federal & State Government).  
 
For those actively monitoring their efforts, drawing on their existing work (even if not developed under 
a climate adaptation directive) was a practical aid. This included drawing on established M&E for 
environmental strategies, including climate mitigation efforts, flood mapping and bushfire overlay data.  
 
When asked why councils were not undertaking evaluations, the overwhelming number of responses 
related to lack of resources (funding, time or staff). The next most cited reason was concerned with it 
being too soon in the cycle to evaluate, due to the plan only recently being endorsed, focusing on 
implementation, or that evaluation was not a priority at this time. Several councils cited an evaluation 
was planned in the next 1 – 2 years. Respondents also cited lack of capability to undertake CCA 
evaluations, in terms of tools and knowledge. One council noted they “don’t evaluate many things”.  

5. DISCUSSION  

‘The capacity of institutions and society to adapt to climate change is determined by a range of factors, 
such as good governance, commitment and competence’ (Klostermann et al. 2015, 7). The following 
section explores these elements, through consideration of competence to undertake and learn from 
M&E, and governance and commitment to M&E for CCA, before discussing key technical challenges.  

5.1. Competence: How M&E is Used and Understood 

These preliminary findings support the notion that M&E of CCA is a new and challenging area for 
many LGs. What is clear from the research is that M&E is considered a last, ‘add-on’ step in the CCA 
planning process, rather than being fully embedded, which Guyadeen & Seasons (2016) note is a 
common failing in plan evaluation. Many respondents stated that plans were being implemented 
without M&E frameworks developed, nor systematic monitoring. Two key functions of M&E are to 
facilitate intervention design and to guide implementation (Dinshaw et al. 2014; Spearman & McGray 
2011).  Many M&E tools (such as theory of change and program logic mapping) are useful for 
designing programs, including identifying how the initiative aims to provide an intended outcome and 
what the assumptions and contextual elements influencing the program may be (Bours et al. 2014c). 



In the growing area of CCA planning and implementation, using M&E tools to understand more deeply 
these elements at the outset of a program, can help to determine its success (or otherwise), and 
contribute to adaptive management and better plan implementation. 
 
M&E is often employed for accountability purposes, to demonstrate implementation according to plan. 
This survey supports this notion in the Australian LG context, with many respondents acknowledging 
their M&E of CCA efforts are focused on whether planned actions were being implemented. While, 
many recognised this was a very limited form of M&E, and expressed the wish to expand into 
monitoring and evaluating outcomes and changing climate impacts in their area, this was not a 
sentiment expressed by all. The narrow focus on accountability limits M&E’s opportunity to facilitate 
internal and cross-organisational learning (Spearman & McGray 2011), but perhaps most importantly, 
the majority of M&E of CCA in Australian LG is not currently addressing the imperative of 
understanding how well CCA initiatives are reducing climate risk and vulnerability or increasing 
adaptive capacity.  
 
The survey findings point to a need for greater understanding of the value of M&E and how it can be 
used to inform effective, responsive decision-making, which suggests the need to build evaluative 
capacity for CCA within the LG sector. ‘Evaluative capacity’ refers to the capacity within an 
organisation to understand and engage in evaluation concepts and practices, to think evaluatively, and 
to use M&E in planning and decision-making (Preskill & Boyle 2008). One local example of building 
evaluative capacity, referred to by respondents is that of the Western Alliance for Greenhouse Action 
(WAGA) and the ‘How well are we adapting?’ project (Moloney, Scott, Macdonald 2018). This project 
engaged practitioners in a participatory process to build a CCA monitoring, evaluation and reporting 
tool. It contributed to greater understanding of the value of M&E for decision-making in participating 
councils. 

5.2. Governance and Commitment to M&E for CCA 

 
Within LG organisations, governance structures and management practices can be both barriers and 
also enablers of CCA action, and of M&E. These barriers and enablers include i) organisational 
decision-making culture, ii) leadership, iv) financial resource allocation and v) competing priorities 
(Measham et al. 2011, NCCARF 2017, Seasons 2003). For M&E to be routinely undertaken and used 
in decision-making, the organisational decision-making culture and practice needs to see it as 
important. This is then reflected in the resources allocated and assignation of responsibilities and 
priorities (Guyadeen & Seasons 2016). Although not commenting on decision-making culture directly, 
survey respondents overwhelmingly noted the lack of financial resources to undertake M&E for CCA. 
Several also noted that there was a lack of leadership, with nobody ‘championing’ CCA within their 
organisation, which suggests CCA implementation and monitoring activities were routinely de-
prioritised. Not all councils faced these barriers however. For some, CCA was prioritised, with regular 
reporting to CEO and Council level.  

5.3. Technical Challenges 

The literature identifies many challenges for M&E of CCA, several of which the survey responses 
confirm. These include technical challenges such as i) the lack of a standardised indicator set or 
standard approach to M&E for CCA and ii) difficulty in tracking change over time. Tyler et al. (2014) 
note, however, that standardised indicator sets are not adequate for measuring local impact, that 
locally-defined indicators contribute to more meaningful learning. Developing locally-defined indicator 
sets takes time, skills and knowledge, which many respondents stated clearly that they did not have. 
Several LGs are however developing bespoke CCA indicators, drawing on regional resources, or by 
researching best practice and guidance locally and internationally. City of Melbourne, for example, 
sought assistance from local adaptation academics, and international literature. Their approach aims 
to develop output and outcome indicators for all activities, so they can measure both progress on 
implementation for accountability purposes, but also assess how well they are adapting and managing 
their climate risks.  
 



Long time frames for monitoring adaptation, and the related uncertainties are key CCA M&E 
challenges (Bours et al. 2014a) which survey respondents also identified. Klostermann et al. (2015) 
notes that to cope with long time frames and uncertainty, M&E approaches need to build in adaptive 
monitoring and to design for learning, as well as monitor background variables for both the climate and 
the socio-economic context. City of Melbourne’s approach mentioned above, as well as the approach 
taken by ‘How well are we adapting?’ (Moloney et al. 2018), aim to be flexible, and to capture and 
communicate learning to inform more adaptive management.   

6. CONCLUSION   

This research contributes valuable empirical insights to understanding how Australian LGs are 
monitoring and evaluating their climate change adaptation plans and initiatives. Many of the survey 
findings support the literature, illustrating that while LG are forging ahead with planning for CCA, 
monitoring and evaluating CCA plans and initiatives is at a much earlier stage. The research points to 
the need to improve technical knowledge and skills for M&E of CCA, including developing M&E 
frameworks and indicators, and enhancing the knowledge of evaluation tools. While monitoring efforts 
are currently focused on actions and demonstrating accountability, there is a growing interest in 
undertaking monitoring that looks to measure climate risk and vulnerability outcomes, as well as the 
changing contextual climate impacts. LG M&E efforts are thus communicating the amount of CCA 
activity that is taking place, but not yet contributing significantly to our understanding of whether we 
are adapting successfully. More broadly, the research suggests the need for LG to enhance their 
evaluative capacity, to better value, understand and utilise M&E as an important component of 
learning and communicating what CCA actions are working, for whom, and in what context. This 
points to the need to improve existing governance and management of M&E for CCA in the LG sector. 
The next phase of this research will explore in more depth how M&E is being used to inform CCA 
decision-making and action, particularly considering the institutional barriers and enablers.  
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