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 On April 20, 2022, I attended “Connecting Climate Priorities to the Budget 
Process,” a webinar presented by the International City/County Management 
Association.   

 
The presentation was hosted by: 
 

• Chris Fabian, CEO and Co-Founder, ResourceX; Founder, the 
Center for Priority Based Budgeting; and 

 

• Grant Ervin, Director of Environmental Social Governance and 
Innovation, S&B USA Construction.   

 

The conversation centered on how to recast environmental priorities to 
better align with governmental budgets. 
 

 Mr. Ervin previously worked for the City of Pittsburgh and was successful 
in guiding local leaders to move away from a budgeting system focused on 

specific line items, in favor of a system focused on programmatic and goal-
oriented outcomes.  This priority-based budget approach provides a clearer 
picture of what programs are driving costs.  Furthermore, it allows for the ability 

to provide basic program details to identify priority cost items within a program 
and allows officials and departments to evaluate programs in relation to objective 
outcomes rather than on an arbitrary line-item cost. 

 
 All departments within a shared budget are vying for resources and 

sometimes have competing priorities.  So, there is a perception of scarcity, which 
makes financing climate plans difficult.  However, Mr. Ervin argues that this 
challenge provides an opportunity to reframe the message and achieve better 

results.  When the connection between environmental project drivers and 
finances is explained in terms of investment—such as cost and energy savings 
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and job creation—it removes the ambiguity of environmental policy, 
strengthening the intersection and relationship between budget officers and 

resilience experts. 
 
 When departments analyze their budgets in terms of projects, it becomes 

easier to see what programs need more resources, what programs can possibly 
be scaled back or cut altogether, what programs can be changed, and where 

departments can partner to limit redundancy.  This perspective provides a 
vehicle for analyzing, communicating change, and creating a platform for insight.  
The information can then be connected back to a more accurate budget picture 

and provides the potential to cut underperforming program areas—thus 
providing the opportunity for high-performing priorities to be funded. 

 
A copy of the 48-page presentation is attached. 
 

I hope you find this information useful.  Please let me know if I can provide 
anything further. 
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Click here if:

You’re already
Budgeting with a 

climate lens

Click here if:

You’re not yet, but 
wish to...

Click here if:

This seems beyond
my organization, but

hoping to learn

Quick Poll: Getting to Know You

(or type in the chat)
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Budgeting for Climate Action

Better Budget Development Requests (in line with Climate Action Plans)

Readily Available Resources to Fund Solutions



Better Budget Development Requests (in line with Climate Action Plans)

Readily Available Resources to Fund Solutions

Budgeting for Climate Action



“We get what we get,

The budget requests are what 
they are – we wish they were 
better...”

Ben Noble 
Budget Director

City of Seattle, WA



Budgeting gone bad



Program Inventory

Line-item (resource) data

Basic Program Attributes

Impact on Outcomes

Program’s Future Direction

Program/Priority
Based Budgeting

• Imperative data to answer:
o What programs need more 

resources?
o What programs can we do 

less of?
o What programs can we 

change how we deliver?
o Where can we partner? 

• Programs are a vehicle for 
analyzing, communicating change, 
and a platform for insight and 
action

Line-item
Budgeting

• Good for informing broad 
decisions that impact cost types 
(personnel, capital, training, etc)

• Especially useful for decisions of 
non-personnel nature (defer 
capital, suspend travel, reduce 
fuel and supplies)

• Lacks connection to impacts on 
services, service-levels, and 
outcomes

Building Business Intelligence 
(Layering Data)
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Data Creation: Program Inventory

Inventory Builder
• Leverage the knowledge of ResourceX 

• Over 300,000 programs built around North America
• Users can “build” or view, add, and edit programs into their first inventory 

from the ResourceX starter list
• Simple, guided process to create programs
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Line-item (resource) data



From Line-items to Programs





City of Pittsburgh PA: Institutionalize Equity Lens (and 
Climate) into Budget Development Process

















Budgeting for Equity - Solutions

Better Budget Development Requests (in line with Equity Action Plans)

Readily Available Resources to Fund Solutions



W H AT  D O  Y O U  S P E N D ?

§ Traditional budgets track 
line items (such as 
postage, paper, gas and 
tires) by department 
(Parks, Public Works, 
Legal, etc.).§ Item?

§ Cost?

§ Item?
§ Cost?

§ Item?
§ Cost?

§ Item?
§ Cost?

§ Item?
§ Cost?

§ Item?
§ Cost?

FROM L INE  ITEMS TO 
BET TER AL IGNMENT



P R O G R A M  B U D G E T I N G

HOW IT  DIFFERS  FROM 
TRADIT IONAL 
BUDGETING
§ PBB tracks costs and 

revenues under distinct 
programs, services, and 
activities, such as snow 
removal, trail 
maintenance, and utility 
billing

Mailing Bills
$0.4m

Mailing Catalogues
$0.09m

Notices
$0.02m

Samples
$0.01m

Notices
$0.001m

Equipment
$0.001m

Paperless 
billing could 
save $200K

Switching to online 
marketing could save 
$100K

These savings 
can be 

reinvested into 
priority work







City of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

Resources for 
Climate and Equity



$70 million dollars committed to help a select group of cities 
Develop climate action plans, with specific initiatives and costs (2018)70



40
participants

Efficiencies

Leverage 
Partners 

(Sourcing)

Entrepreneurial 
Revenue 

Generating (Fees, 
Charges)

Service Level 
Decrease

Service Delivery 
Changes to 

Achieve Climate & 
Equity Goals

Free up resources,
for reallocation

Free up resources,
for reallocation

Free up resources,
for reallocation

Generate new 
sources of revenue

Climate and Equity 
Program Enhancements

8
participants

8
participants

8
participants

8
participants

8
participants

Goal 1: 200 insights
40 people X 5 stations = 200 insights 

Goal 2: $12.5 million
5% of $250m in costs loaded

Insight Workshops Day 1: 
Identify Opportunities at the Program Level



Program Insight Workshop #1:

In workshop one we were able to 
introduce everyone to the concept 
of insights. Then, we met in smaller 
groups for the rest of the day. We were 
able to generate 186 initial insights.



Program Insight Workshop #2:

Workshop two focused on filtering 
the insights to create a list of 
recommended insights. Small groups had 
access to all insights and provided clarifying 
details to the insights that they thought 
were best to move forward with. Pittsburgh 
recommended 105 insights at the end of 
workshop #2.



Program Insight Workshop #3:

The third workshop gave the team time to 
refocus on recommending insights and 
allowed them to approve insights to move 
forward with. 
To approve insights, members of breakout 
groups were given the ability to give "stump 
speeches" to the rest of their group. The 
group voiced any general challenges which 
were addressed in the recommendations. 
If the insight was deemed worthy by the 
group, it was approved to move forward. 
Overall, 98 insights were approved for 
implementation. 



Goal: find resources to fund climate and equity initiatives
Path to Action: 1.) define programs and costs, 2.) program insights for reallocation



Fiscal Reality 
Check

Budget 
Instructions

Budget 
Requests Due

Presentations, 
Deliberations, 

Recommendations
Approved 

Budget

Not thrilled with the 
budget proposals (lot of 

status quo, not much 
transformative, and 

unclear about needs)

Unclear how the 
recommendations tie to 

Priorities or Services 
(”base budget” 
unquestioned)

Balanced is great!

...but left unsettled if we 
did the best with the 

resources we have

Budget Development Process

Frequently doomed 
from the start, when 
fiscal context is set. 
(How do you fund 
climate action in 

pandemic?)

Propensity for game-
playing, or at least 

stretch-case budget 
requests to priorities



’22-’23



Program Inventory

Line-item (resource) data

Basic Program Attributes

Impact on Outcomes

Program’s Future Direction

Program/Priority
Based Budgeting

• Imperative data to answer:
o What programs need more 

resources?
o What programs can we do 

less of?
o What programs can we 

change how we deliver?
o Where can we partner? 

• Programs are a vehicle for 
analyzing, communicating change, 
and a platform for insight and 
action

Line-item
Budgeting

• Good for informing broad 
decisions that impact cost types 
(personnel, capital, training, etc)

• Especially useful for decisions of 
non-personnel nature (defer 
capital, suspend travel, reduce 
fuel and supplies)

• Lacks connection to impacts on 
services, service-levels, and 
outcomes

Building Business Intelligence 
(Layering Data)



Resource Reallocation: 
Program Efficiency









OTHER RESOURCES
Create Psychological 

Safety

gfoa.org/materials/
accountability-trap

Recognize & Mitigate 
Cognitive Biases

gfoa.org/behavioral-
science

Go Beyond Positions 
& Understand Interests

gfoa.org/fairness
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