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These Climate Action Plan (CAP) implementation tips come from 
interviews with staff in eight local governments across the U.S. 
West and Midwest.  Staff were asked for their top recommendations 
to improve the odds of implementation success during the CAP 
development phase and during actual CAP implementation. 

The tips have been edited for grammar and clarity, and to remove 
identifying information. In some cases, the tips contradict each other 
because they are responsive to unique local contexts. For more 
information about these contradictions and about other interview 
findings, contact info@cascadiaconsulting.com to request a copy of the 
presentation “We have a climate plan. Now what?”
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Planning Tips
Staff provided planning tips in response to this interview question: What 
are your top recommendations to other cities, counties, and tribes to improve 
the odds of implementation success during the CAP development phase?

PHILOSOPHY

• Get people to live a more indigenous lifestyle and respect Mother Earth: There 
is a normal human psychology of denial. Tribes are different because they are more 
connected to the outdoors. It’s just a different psychology. Non-tribal people should 
spend more time thinking about Mother Nature and keeping the environment healthy. 
And keep away from the denial of climate change. 

• Get the scientists to focus on higher-risk scenarios and what is actually 
happening: It’s confusing for people to have multiple, speculative, options focused on 
what people could have done. Even if we stop carbon emissions now, there are a lot 
of changes that still may happen. We must move past denial and dig into the actual 
science. 

• We need to have a positive spin to get out there and help—use the right kind 
of communication: It’s hard to not be negative, but there are still things that can be 
done. What I love about some of the young climate activists is: youth can blame older 
generations and say “we need you old politicians to step up.” We need to stay positive. 
That is the best way to help.
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PRINCIPLES

• Give yourself room for flexibility within each action: Set a 
goal and come up with ideas for how to get there, but don’t be so 
prescriptive that you lock yourself in and that plan becomes outdated 
in a few years. 

• Pay attention to your organization: Pay attention to the people on 
your team and the way things are structured. Use that information to 
inform how you’re going to organize your implementation strategy. 
Whether that is how budget is drawn up, the organizational reporting 
chain, or something else.

• Make hard choices in the planning process: Our plan is everything 
that we would like to do. It is very aspirational. Where we need to get 
to is: of all that, what should we do and what will we actually do. We 
started to get there with the 1-year implementation checklist, but it 
still needs development and specificity. 

• Question the traditional CAP development process: Before 
launching into another plan or inventory, really think about whether 
that’s the most effective approach to take. There may be alternative, 
more expedient approaches like a down n’ dirty 1- to 2-year 
actionable plan. And then get to work.

• Plan less, do more: Especially for small cities. We probably put $250K 
into our plan, but we probably could have done a more actionable, 
streamlined, and shareable plan that was effective, for less. 

• Be more realistic when prioritizing: Know what the first set of 
5-year actions will be. It’s important to think about long-term change, 
but don’t choose actions for the first five years that won’t be feasible 
for a decade to prioritize. 

• Plan from the beginning on how to integrate the content of the 
CAP with other operational plans: Is it in the General Plan? The 
Procurement Plan? Where will the rubber actually hit the road in 
terms of what staff are doing at the county or the city level? Involve 
those staff in the CAP process from the beginning. Make sure the CAP 
is operational by design instead of developing measures, then trying 
to find out who is going to lead them. 

• Know what it is really going to take to accelerate progress, both 
in terms of staffing and funding: What is the CAP really going to 
cost? Who is going to staff it? 

• Pay attention to measurement and tracking (e.g., KPIs) during 
planning: They are important. Be ready to pivot if it’s not working 
during implementation. 

Give yourself 
room for 
flexibility

Pay attention 
to the people 
on your team

Consider 
alternate 
paths

Make your 
process 
inclusive 
from the 
beginning

Be ready to 
pivot if it’s 
not working
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COMMUNITY & STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT

• Find ways to meaningfully engage the community: Engage about 
themes, strategies, and end goals, rather than specific actions. The 
public has all sorts of ideas for specific actions: how do you decide 
whose ideas are in vs out? Don’t worry about small details.

• Get the right people in the room: This could be from advocates, 
or it could be from those who will be the biggest barriers to 
implementation. Get buy-in from the beginning.

• Ask the right people the right questions: For example, community 
members should not be answering engineering questions. Instead, 
we have been asking community members about their expertise 
and lived experience (e.g., with urban heat), and partners about their 
subject matter expertise (e.g., asking emergency services providers 
about cooling/heating shelters).

STAFF CAPACITY-BUILDING & ENGAGEMENT

• Keep in mind what cities are capable of and can have an impact 
on: Things like “support state programs” may be all we can do. Focus 
on what you can do and realize that you can have wider impact even 
if the actions are simply supporting others in their efforts. 

• Be realistic about what a smaller city has the capacity to work 
on: Be realistic about what the top priorities are. My sense is that 
small cities in the region without a full-time staff person struggle with 
identifying the highest impact and highest priority things to work on.

• Really think about the staff and skillsets you want to bring 
onto the effort: It’s relatively easy to sign on technical staff and 
consultants, but you need staff who can think across topic areas to 
develop a plan that looks across areas effectively.

• Communicate during planning and implementation: Delegate 
more and make it clear. You need some level of ownership for other 
departments. I wish we had put more pressure on other departments 
and fostered a sense of ownership among those who would be 
taking on parts of the plan. We have had mixed results—some take 
ownership, others not as much.

Be realistic 
about 
priorities

Involve staff 
across topic 
areas

Foster a 
sense of 
ownership 
among 
partners
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STRATEGY & ACTION DEVELOPMENT & EVALUATION

• Make actions accountable and actionable: If staff don’t 
understand what an action is and what it takes to implement, how 
will they implement it? Think about what success will look like—
each action should have an “output” associated with it as well as a 
numeric target (e.g., a 2030 target). Measurement and accountability 
are really important. Have a Smartsheet with everything sortable 
and searchable, with the Lead (e.g., Public Works) and Partner (e.g., 
Economic Development) listed. Staff can just go to this Smartsheet 
dashboard.

• Include a couple of easy actions and some hard ones: Build a mix 
of actions that range in difficulty and implement the easy ones earlier 
in time. Perhaps 25% easy, 50% medium, and 25% hard. 

• Spend more time digging into the effectiveness, cost, and 
feasibility of actions: You don’t have to develop a detailed budget 
request, but we weren’t able to dig as deep into the actions as we 
should have because there were too many (over 200) and not enough 
time. 

• Don’t get hung up on the targets: Targets are helpful to inform 
goals, but the community is so focused on reaching a specific target 
that they can hardly talk about actions sometimes—even though it’s 
the actions that count. It’s better to have actions without goals than 
goals without actions.

THE PLANNING DOCUMENT

• Have different plans for the community and for municipal 
operations: They are different audiences that need information at 
different levels of detail.

• Include what you are already doing in the plan: It’s nice to have 
a reminder of what you are already doing— it helps keep your 
priorities straight and keeps good vibes. Staff feel good about their 
accomplishments and those reading the plan see progress. You don’t 
necessarily have to delineate existing and new actions, but do include 
them. 

• Use existing solutions out there: You don’t need to reinvent the 
wheel to make actionable change. Not everyone needs to set a target.

• Keep it simple: shorter is always better: No one wants to read a 
90-page plan. 

Implement 
easier actions 
early

Keep it 
simple
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POLITICS

• Stick to the big decisions made in the planning process and 
expect consultants to do the same: We changed our target late in 
the planning process. It was a huge earthquake. If you need to make 
a change, do an amendment with your consultant.

• Know who needs to change their mind or make a decision: We 
did a lot of scientific analysis that we probably didn’t need to do. We 
know what we need to do. Don’t be afraid to do those things. Keep it 
simple and accountable.

GETTING READY FOR IMPLEMENTATION

• Spend at least half your time on implementation: You need to 
identify leads, get them to say yes, and get it into the report. There 
needs to be commitment on file. It’s very easy to give input, but when 
reporting comes calling, people need to know what they signed up 
for.

• Have conversations before the plan is adopted: There is an 
expectation that staff will work on it out of the gate post-adoption, 
and with that, there are budget considerations. How will staff be 
supported? Will there be new positions? If there are new positions, 
managers and department directors need to be on board. The tricky 
thing is that there is so much pressure to get the plan done fast— a 
lot of public pressure—because every second of delay, the problem is 
getting worse. I think it made sense that we pushed, but it meant that 
we didn’t have space for these conversations.

• Fund the CAP: If you want people to do something different, you 
need to provide resources for it or tell them what else they can stop 
doing. 

• Build into your planning effort a plan for how it gets handed off: 
Phase it in or delegate who is in charge of what, and pick some things 
to focus on in the short-term. We have done that—it has been helpful 
to focus on a couple things.

Spend at 
least half 
your time on 
implementation
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Implementation Tips
Staff provided implementation tips in response to this 
interview question: What are your top recommendations 
to other cities, counties, and tribes to improve actual 
implementation during the CAP implementation phase? Where 
should people start?

PRINCIPLES

• Have a plan for implementation before you let the plan go: If you 
don’t, it will be hard to implement. 

• Be ready to pivot and be flexible in how things get done: Partners 
I thought I’d work with are not those I’m working with now in terms 
of getting staff buy-in. You need to have a structure unless you have 
plenty of time, staff, and money to make it happen—and then be a 
little flexible within the structure. Also, take advantage of folks who 
may not be on the team, but can help implement.

• Celebrate the small wins just as much as the big ones: 
Considering how massive the climate crisis is and how much 
feedback there is about not doing enough, be sure to put achievable 
wins into the plan so that you can inspire the community and 
demonstrate progress. For example, small achievements along the 
path to full electrification are just as important as the big ones—you 
need the small ones to get the big ones. 

• It’s okay to adapt: It’s part of the process. 

• Realize it’s going to be hard. Really hard: You’re trying to 
completely change the way people do their jobs and that is hard 
work. But that is the work that needs to be done. And it’s so 
important to do that nitty-gritty stuff. So just keep at it.

Have a plan for 
implementation 
before you let 
the plan go

Celebrate the 
small wins as 
much as the big 
ones

Just keep at it
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COMMUNITY & STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT

• Boil it down to 3-5 things for the community: Focus on what they 
have control over: car, home, and lifestyle.

• Establish flexible ways to pay community-based organizations 
(CBOs): This is huge, a really big one. Build relationships with CBOs 
and compensate them.

• Look across institutional boundaries for partnerships: Look for 
ways to leverage coordination and collaboration on funding. For 
example, coordinate with transit agencies on grant applications.

STAFF CAPACITY-BUILDING & ENGAGEMENT

• Engage critical staff who aren’t sustainability folks: Public Works, 
Finance, Utility, and Admin—they all need to be there.

• Get direct communication from the City Manager: Make sure all 
leaders and their staff know about the plan, why it’s important, and 
their department’s role in it.

OPERATIONAL MAINSTREAMING

• Get the CAP into budgets and budget requests: Include questions 
on forms to submit budget requests that flag CAP implementation 
requests. For example, we have a question “is this a CAP 
implementation request?” that includes a rationale.

• Add climate change to job descriptions outside of the 
Sustainability Office or as positions are being recategorized: This 
is a way to mainstream climate change across our work. 

• Consider more broadly what your criteria are for priority 
implementation projects: Is it just emissions reductions or are there 
other community outcomes you are trying to go for? Some things 
may not result in big emissions reductions, like carbon sequestration 
or regenerative agriculture, but they still matter and offer other 
community benefits.

• Model a new community in a low-carbon way: Show people how 
it could be done and how you would shape the environmental code. 
Study communities that are farther ahead (e.g., in Europe) and see 
what they are doing. The more you can model a community that 
works – helps people see it’s not that hard.

Connect with 
and compensate 
CBO partners

Make sure all 
leaders and staff 
are in the know

Get the CAP into 
budgets and 
budget requests

Think broadly 
about your 
criteria
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Prepared for the National Adaptation Forum 2022.

Please contact info@cascadiaconsulting.com to request 
a copy of the presentation “We have a climate plan. 

Now what?” or visit us online to learn more about our 
organization and impact.

bit.ly/CascadiaNAF2022
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