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“Climate change is the single 

greatest threat to global health, a 

“code red for humanity,” and is this 

generation’s grandest challenge.”



Characteristics of Sustainable Libraries

✓ Strong & Authentic Institutions

✓Catalyst for Social Cohesion & Civic Participation in Communities 

✓Working on Climate Mitigation (reducing Greenhouse Gas Emissions (GHG)

✓Active Participants in Climate Adaptation (strengthening community resilience)



Today’s Plan

1. Basic Definitions

2. How to Get Started 

3. Deeper Dive:

• Mitigation

• Adaptation

• Justice

4. Pulling it All Together











Getting Started
Building Blocks for Your Library’s Climate Action Plan



The Climate Action Planning Framework

https://www.c40knowledgehub.org/s/article/Climate-Action-Planning-Framework 

https://www.c40knowledgehub.org/s/article/Climate-Action-Planning-Framework


Steps (adapted from C40 model)

1. Leadership Buy-In

2. Stakeholder and Community Engagement

3. Strategy Identification

4. Plan Compilation

5. Governance (i.e. policy, governance structure, enabling conditions)

6. Evidence of Positive Change (i.e. measurement)

7. Action Prioritization and EDI Considerations 

8. Monitoring, Evaluation, and Reporting 



Building Blocks

GHG Emissions 
Inventory

Community 
Asset Map

Regional/Local 
Climate Action 

or Sustainability 
Plans

• Recognize

• Align (or lead)

• Benchmark



Climate Change Mitigation
Decarbonize = Reduce Greenhouse Gas (GHG) Emissions



Greenhouse Gas (GHG) Emissions Inventory

1. Set Goals and Priorities

2. Define Scale of Inventory

3. Collect and Compile Data

4. Set Base Year

5. Calculate Emissions

6. Procure Certification (optional)

7. Analyze and Communicate Results

Why?

• Save Money

• Improve Energy Efficiency

• Build Your Reputation

• Manage Risk 
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https://www.epa.gov/climateleadership/scope-3-inventory-guidance


Organizational Boundaries



Simplified:

Electricity Usage Transportation Waste Stream



Electricity

• Building Envelope 

• Related Issues:

• Ventilation 

• Insulation

• Heating & Cooling Equipment

• Lighting

• Appliances & Electronics 

If you oversee your own 

facility an ASHRAE Level 2 

Energy Audit is recommended. 



• Fleet (including bookmobiles)

• Convert to Electric Vehicles (EV)

• Commuting

• Help folks be aware of their options

• Promote public transportation and ride shares

• Conferences

• Travel & Conference Policy

• Ethical Carbon Offsets

See: Carbon Neutral/Carbon Offset FAQ from the ALA 
Council Committee on Sustainability 

• Delivery

• From how far away?

• Prioritize local 

Transportation 

https://www.ala.org/aboutala/sites/ala.org.aboutala/files/content/Carbon%20Neutral%20Carbon%20Offset%20FAQs_ALA%20Council%20Committee%20on%20Sustainability_Jan2022.pdf


Recording on YouTube https://youtu.be/MDRXxN4uuNw 

https://youtu.be/MDRXxN4uuNw


Waste Stream

• Every item you purchase is made from raw materials
• Are the materials sustainably sourced?

• How far away are the materials from point of production? From your location?

• Does the harvest or manufacture of those materials cause harm to the origin 
community?

• Every item you purchase had an “end of useful life”
• Can it be repurposed?

• Can it be recycled?

• Will it biodegrade? 



Waste Audit

https://youtu.be/huvvBT2vYJU 

https://youtu.be/huvvBT2vYJU


https://zwia.org/zwh 

https://zwia.org/zwh


Goal Setting

• Include a base year and a target year

• Be aggressive – go beyond “business as usual”

• Use an absolute reduction in GHG emission in your target

• Example: 30% reduction over 5 years

Current U.S. target, announced in 2021 by President Biden: 

• “…50-52% reduction from 2005 levels in economy-wide net greenhouse gas pollution in 2030…”

• ”…reaching net zero emission economy-wide by no later than 2050…”



Example Actions

• Energy Audit*

• Staff Education 

• Energy Conservation through 
Building Envelope Assets*

• Switch to Renewable Energy*

• Planting Trees for Shade

• Plant Native Species

• Support Public Transportation 

• Electric Vehicles (EV)

• EV Charging Infrastructure*

• Ethical Carbon Offsets for 
Conference Travel

• Prioritize purchasing from local 
businesses

• Throw Away Less Stuff

*Many state energy authorities and utility 
companies subsidize these items



Scale Up
Lead “from the inside out”

Library → Patrons → Community



Climate Change Adaptation
Building Community Resilience



https://toolkit.climate.gov 

https://toolkit.climate.gov/


1. Understand Exposure

What could happen?

• Identify the things your community cares about

• Explore potential hazards

• Which of your assets are exposed to weather and climate?

• Identify potential hazards for your each of your exposed assets

Assets Hazards

1. Staff Extreme Heat; Extended Power Outage; Flooding and 
Damaging Winds

2. Library Facility Extended Power Outage; Flooding and Damaging Winds; 
Wildfires

3.

Example table:



2. Assess Vulnerability & Risks

• Not all hazards are equally likely 

• Sensitivity determines potential impacts

• Check each assets’ adaptive capacity

• Estimate probability of a hazard

“If a hazard is likely to occur within 5 years, designate it as a high probability. 

Categorize events that are likely to occur just once in 5 to 20 years as medium 

probability. Designate events that are likely to occur less frequently than once in 

20 years as low probability.”



https://hazards.fema.gov/nri/ 

The National Risk Index

https://hazards.fema.gov/nri/


3. Investigate Options

• Has this happened before in the community?
• Work backwards: look for points in the process at which an intervention could have 

improved the outcome

• Have other communities dealt with something similar?
• Explore case studies and adaptation planning resources: 

https://toolkit.climate.gov/case-studies

• If money were no object, what would you do?

• What steps could improve resilience without spending any money?

• Is there a partial solution that you could implement now, and complement 
with further action at a later time?

https://toolkit.climate.gov/case-studies


4. Prioritize & Plan
• What are the top three things that would increase the resilience of your library in 

the face of identified climate hazards?

• What are the top three things that your library can influence that would increase 
the resilience of your community in the face of identified climate hazards?

• What can you implement with existing resources?

• Who is working on similar things in the community already? Can you partner with 
them?



5. Take Action 

Monitor

Iterate
Share Your 

Story

Implement



Universal Vulnerabilities

• Air Quality

• Water Quality

• Extreme Heat

• Frequent, Severe Weather Patterns 



Example: Extreme Heat

• Raising Awareness

• Green Infrastructure to Reduce Urban 

Heat Island Hot-Spots

• Retrofitting Public Buildings

• Establishment of Cooling Centers

• Air Quality Warning System



Example Actions

• Disaster Preparedness Plan for the library

• Continuity of Operations Plan for the library

• Preparedness Training for staff to use at home 

• Participation in / hosting of community-based 
preparedness training

• Enhance air filtration in the facility

• Participate in air quality monitoring

• Installation of a whole-building generator 

• Install solar with battery backup

• Host a community garden

• Participation in National Preparedness Month 
(September)

• Become Designated as a Climate Resilience Hub 

[climatecrew.org]

• Add items to the Library of Things to aid in the 
aftermath of a disaster

https://www.climatecrew.org/


Climate Justice
Climate Justice = Social + Economic + Environmental Justice 



“The Six Pillars”

Social, Racial, 
and 

Environment
al Justice

Climate 
Education 

and 
Engagement

Indigenous 
Climate 
Action

Just 
Transition

Community 
Resilience 

and 
Adaptation

Natural 
Climate 

Solutions

https://centerclimatejustice.universityofcalifornia.edu/


https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMsb2213250 

https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMsb2213250


Just Transition Framework

1. Acknowledge the past historic burdens placed upon 
communities of color and low-income communities.

2. Develop strong coalitions and community voice for shared 
decision-making in the present.

3. Ensure future-orientated policies reduce, rather than 
enhance, inequity.

Vanessa Carter, Manuel Pastor, and Madeline Wander, “Measures Matter: Ensuring Equitable Implementation of Los Angeles County 
Measures” (Program for Environmental and Regional Equity, University of Southern California, January 2018), 

https://dornsife.usc.edu/assets/sites/242/docs/M_A_Final_WebVersion_02.pdf 

https://dornsife.usc.edu/assets/sites/242/docs/M_A_Final_WebVersion_02.pdf


Libraries as 
Climate Justice 
Catalysts

• Focus on “Local”

• Working Together 

• Focus on Diversity

• Help All Be Heard



Think like a 21st Century Economist

1. Change the Goal

2. See the Big Picture

3. Nurture Human Nature

4. Get Savvy with Systems

5. Design to Distribute

6. Create to Regenerate 

7. Be Agnostic about Growth

https://scholarship.rollins.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1372&context=as_facpub


Example Actions

• Equity, Diversity, Inclusion, Access, and 
Justice Statement

• Staff Education

• Culturally appropriate  terminology in 
the library’s catalog 

• Prioritize Open Access to Scientific 
Research 

• Voter Registration Drives 

• Citizen Science Programs

• Programs highlighting local indigenous 
knowledge as it applies to climate 
action

• Prioritize doing business with women 
and minority-owned businesses 

• Eliminate the Digital Divide 

• Repair Café events



Putting it All Together
Written, Administration or Board-Approved, Climate Action Plan



General Themes to Address

• Strategic Framework – why are you taking this action/background info

• Emissions Inventory – benchmark and trajectory

• Mitigation Strategy

• Resilience/Adaptation Strategy

• Educational, Research, Community Outreach Efforts

• Financing

• Implementation and Tracking Progress

https://secondnature.org/signatory-handbook/examples-of-climate-action-plan-structures/


Anatomy of a Climate Action Plan

• Letters of Support from Key Stakeholders

• Executive Summary

• Summary of Goals and Strategies

• Key Terms

• Introduction

• Current State of Sustainability Efforts

• About the Plan

• Focus Area: Built Environment & Operations

• Focus Area: Outreach & Education 

• Implementation and Tracking Progress

• Alignment Partners



Concord Free Library

Sustainability Plan



Case Studies

• Sustainable Library Certification Program Final Presentations 
https://sustainablelibrariesinitiative.org/

• ALA’s Resilient Communities: A Programming Guide for Libraries 
https://www.ala.org/tools/sites/ala.org.tools/files/content/ResComm_Pro
gGuide%20FINAL100820.pdf 

• U.S. Climate Resilience Toolkit https://toolkit.climate.gov/#case-studies 

• Urban Sustainability Directors Network Resilience Hubs
http://resilience-hub.org/resources/ 

https://sustainablelibrariesinitiative.org/
https://www.ala.org/tools/sites/ala.org.tools/files/content/ResComm_ProgGuide%20FINAL100820.pdf
https://www.ala.org/tools/sites/ala.org.tools/files/content/ResComm_ProgGuide%20FINAL100820.pdf
https://toolkit.climate.gov/#case-studies
http://resilience-hub.org/resources/


Kotter, John P. (May 1995), Leading Change: Why Transformation Efforts Fail, Harvard Business Review

https://hbr.org/1995/05/leading-change-why-transformation-efforts-fail-2




https://www.webjunction.org/content/dam/WebJunction/Documents/webJunction/2023-08/climate-action-plan-template.docx 

https://www.webjunction.org/content/dam/WebJunction/Documents/webJunction/2023-08/climate-action-plan-template.docx


Triple Bottom Line Definition:

● Environmentally Sound

● Socially Equitable

● Economically Feasible





https://sustainablelibrariesinitiative.org/ 

https://sustainablelibrariesinitiative.org/


Next up…

• September 26: Climate Action Planning (Part 2) Disaster Preparedness and Community Resilience

• Keith Adams, Executive Director, New Jersey Voluntary Organizations Active in Disaster (VOAD)

• Deborah Costa, Region 2 Community Preparedness Officer, Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)

• Michele Stricker, Deputy State Librarian, New Jersey State Library 

• October 3: Climate Justice

• November 28: Living Our Values Out Loud: Programs that Walk the Talk

• December 13: Stronger Together: Collective Impact and Climate Action Programming



Rebekkah Smith Aldrich, MLS, LEED AP

rsmith@midhudson.org  |  @Rebekkah
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Co-Founder & Board President, Sustainable Libraries Initiative

Member, Center for the Future of Libraries Advisory Group, American Library Association

Sustainability Columnist, Library Journal

Author: Handbook for Library Trustees in New York State; Handbook for New Public Library Directors in New 

York State; Public Library District Toolkit: Strategies to Assure Your Library’s Legal and Financial Stability; and:
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