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How Climate and Community Will 
Shape Your Nonprofit’s Future
By Rachel Sams

When you consider how climate change 
will affect your nonprofit, your first thought 
might be about the impacts of extreme 
weather.	
	 That’s a good first thought. The phrase 
“climate change” describes long-term shifts 
in temperatures and weather patterns, 
largely driven by human activity (learn 
more about climate change in our sidebar 
in this issue). You might see the effects of 
climate in the world around you with heat 
waves, more severe storms, more drought, 
food scarcity, and increased poverty and 
displacement.
	 But as the Associated Press noted last 
year, the effects of climate change aren’t 

just environmental. The changing climate 
affects politics, human rights, equality, law, 
society and culture—arenas that touch all 
aspects of a nonprofit organization’s work.
	 We face many unknowns when it 
comes to climate change. Uncertainty is 
scary. It’s one of many reasons humanity 
has struggled to fully comprehend and take 
effective action on climate change. But 
risk management exists to help us meet 
uncertainty. As your nonprofit looks to the 
future, use this article to consider some of 
the areas most affected by climate risk and 
prepare for the unknowns climate change 
will bring for your nonprofit’s operations 
and mission.
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How Climate Change Impacts 
Nonprofits
Nonprofits provide services in an ever-
changing environment, in conditions 
shaped by a variety of factors, including 
climate. Here are some of the major ways 
climate change intersects with nonprofit 
missions. 
Nonprofits aid people and communities 
in need. 
Most nonprofits seek to serve people 
and groups who have significant needs 
that aren’t currently being met by other 
services. In many places, those may be the 
people and communities most affected by 
the impact of climate change.
	 A McKinsey report found that racial 
and ethnic minorities and lower-income 
communities often have more exposure to 
climate hazards. Communities that have 
been marginalized may not have as much 
access as more privileged communities 
to programs and resources that might 
help them deal with the impact of 
climate change. “Race—even more than 
class—is the number one indicator for the 
placement of toxic facilities in this country 
hit by climate change,” writes the NAACP. 
Nonprofits provide services.
Your nonprofit navigates complex logistics 
daily to serve your community. Most of 
those logistical decisions, whether they 
happen in the physical world or digitally, 
have become second nature to you. But 
the effects of climate change can disrupt 
a nonprofit’s ability to provide services for 
the short term—such as in a fire, flood, 
or power outage—or in the long term, 
as consistently hotter temperatures or 
sea level rise affect where you can offer 
programs and the cost to do so.
	 A 2021 report by Chatham House, the 
Royal Institute of International Affairs, 
reminds us that “[h]ow international 
organizations manage climate risk will 
be critical to their ability to meet their 
objectives, deliver their mandates, 

improve the delivery of their services, 
achieve value for money and anticipate 
external shocks.” The report focuses on 
massive multinational organizations 
like the World Bank and World Health 
Organization, but many of its lessons 
apply to U.S.-based organizations, large 
and small.
Nonprofits may operate facilities.
Nonprofit organizations operate more 
than 500,000 facilities in the United 
States, according to the Environmental 
and Energy Study Institute. Most of those 
are commercial buildings. Commercial 
buildings account for 18 percent of the 
energy use in the United States.
	 For many nonprofits that operate 
facilities, energy costs are a significant 
operational expense.
Nonprofits have a mission to serve the 
greater good.
Climate change will speed the spread of 
infectious disease, destroy property and 
infrastructure, and decrease access to 
food and water. These trends will strike 
at the heart of many nonprofit missions, 
which often focus on helping people access 
resources they need, from health care to 
housing to food.
Nonprofit funders may be reluctant to 
support growing overhead expense.
As costs related to infrastructure and 
expenses perceived to be overhead grow—
such as insurance, energy bills, and the 
cost to retrofit facilities—some funders 
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may continue the practice of providing only 
minimal support for these real expenses. 
The pressure to raise unrestricted funds to 
cover these costs—or reduce services—
may overwhelm some organizations. 
	 While these are some of the biggest 
ways climate change impacts nonprofit 
missions, this is not an exhaustive list. 
Consider what unique intersections 
exist between climate change and your 
nonprofit’s work.

Take Action to Prepare
Once your team understands some of the 
major ways climate change could impact 
your operations for the future, plan for 
how you will address those possibilities 
(risks). Keep in mind that most risks have 
expected and unexpected upsides as well 
as downsides. As your community’s needs 
evolve due to climate change, you may find 
new opportunities to partner with experts 
or provide services you’ve never considered 
before. Be prepared to investigate 

opportunities to evolve and grow as well as 
ways to mitigate harm.
	 Here are some ways to prepare your 
nonprofit for the impacts of climate change.

	■ Anticipate how climate change 
will shape community needs. 
“Climate change is contributing 
to humanitarian crises where 
climate hazards interact with high 
vulnerability,” the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the 
United Nations body that assesses 
the science on climate change, writes 
in a recent report. Your nonprofit’s 
strategic planning process should 
consider how a warming planet 
could shape the kinds of assistance 
community members need, and how 
your organization can respond.

	■ Explore partnerships that expand 
your expertise and reach on 
climate. Seek ways to support 
grassroots racial and climate justice 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 4

“�As your community’s 
needs evolve due 
to climate change, 
you may find new 
opportunities to 
partner with experts 
or provide services 
you’ve never 
considered before.”

https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg2/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_WGII_SummaryForPolicymakers.pdf
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efforts that shift power to community 
leaders—and understand that this 
may require new funding approaches, 
Alice Ng of nonprofit accelerator 
Multiplier urges. What could you offer 
a potential climate justice partner? 
Could you share communications 
resources to help their work reach a 
broader audience (if they want that)? 
	 Partnerships can start small, 
Dr. Akilah Watkins, now president 
of Independent Sector, said on a 
Nonprofit Quarterly webinar in 2022. 
A partnership could be as simple as 
working with another organization 
on a website focused on climate 
education, a newspaper article on the 
issue, or a community event. Or you 
could pair with another organization 
to look at your whole ecosystem and 
how you could influence it through 
joint work on climate.

	■ Tailor to your mission. If you provide 
education to children or adults, could 
you develop a class or module on 
climate change and its impact on your 

community? If you’re a grant maker, 
could you set aside a percentage 
of your grant funds for climate 
adaptation projects and efforts to 
reduce global warming? A McKinsey 
report says foundations have a unique 
opportunity to help fund solutions 
in the fight against climate change. 
Foundations can be nimble, moving 
quicker than government agencies, 
and they can support efforts that 
governments put in place. Other 
grantmakers may shift priorities to 
fund more climate efforts.

	■ Reach out to historically 
marginalized communities your 
organization serves. Before you 
seek to design programs and supports 
for constituents affected by climate 
change, talk to them. What services 
and supports would be helpful? What 
kind of support already exists within 
the community? What kind is not 
needed? The social justice newsletter 
Reimagined, formerly known as Anti-
Racism Daily, has urged nonprofits 

How Climate and Community Will Shape Your Nonprofit’s Future
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https://the-ard.com/2021/12/17/why-nonprofit-activism-alone-wont-save-us/
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to build collective movements, in 
which people with direct experience 
of oppression make the resource 
allocation decisions.

	■ Advocate. Gene Takagi writes 
on the Nonprofit Law Blog that 
consideration for the ecosystem can 
be viewed as mission-related for most 
nonprofits. Could your organization 
join with others in the nonprofit 
sector and beyond to work on climate 
issues? Leading and funding advocacy 
on climate is a key way for nonprofits 
to have an impact, according to the 
Johnson Center for Philanthropy.

	■ Create a business continuity plan. 
This will lay the groundwork for 
your nonprofit to continue essential 
services during a business disruption, 
such as a natural disaster, power 
outage, or supply chain interruption. 

See our accompanying article in this 
issue, “How to Create a Business 
Continuity Plan,” for guidance.

	■ Green your own house. Consult 
our accompanying article in this 
issue, “Your Guide to Going Green 
in Nonprofit Operations,” for ways 
to make your nonprofit’s operations 
greener and more efficient.

Start Small, Make  
a Big Difference
Climate change is one of the most daunting 
challenges humanity has ever faced. It’s 
hard to think about how climate will affect 
your nonprofit for the long term when 
you face hiring, programming and budget 
challenges today. But doing what you can 
to consider climate change in your mission 
will prepare your nonprofit to withstand 
all kinds of unexpected shocks. It can also 

bring your team members closer to each 
other and to your community. There is 
power in taking action. 
	 It’s OK to start small. Try to do one 
thing each week to prepare your nonprofit 
for climate risk. That might be attending a 
talk by a local expert on your community’s 
climate issues or discussing climate in your 
risk committee meeting. Pretty soon, those 
small actions will begin to add up, and 
your nonprofit will be better prepared to 
do its part to address one of the greatest 
challenges of our time. 

Rachel Sams is Lead Consultant and  
Editor at the Nonprofit Risk Management 
Center. A resident of the Desert  
Southwest, she experienced the urban  
heat island effect in Albuquerque and 
Denver this summer. Reach her with 
thoughts and questions about how climate 
will shape your nonprofit’s future at 
rachel@nonprofitrisk.org or (505) 456-4045.

We hear the term “climate change” often. But what does it really mean?

The term “climate change” describes long-term shifts 
in temperatures and weather patterns, largely due to 
human activity. Climate change has caused deaths, 
community disruption and damage and destruction of 
property around the world. Climate scientists say those 
consequences will multiply if the world doesn’t take 
quicker action to slow the rate of climate change. 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
says the world faces unavoidable increases in climate 
hazards even if we can keep global warming to about 1.5 
degrees Celsius, which equals 2.7 degrees Fahrenheit. And 
as the IPCC has noted, just keeping warming at that level 
will be a big challenge. The scientific community considers 
the IPCC, created by the United Nations Environment 

Programme and the World Meteorological Organization in 
1988, the world’s top authority on climate science.

A look at the challenge: June 2024 was the hottest June 
for the globe in the 175 years that NOAA, the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, has kept 
records. June 2024 was the thirteenth consecutive month 
of record-high global temperatures. 

The challenge is daunting, but change is possible. The 
IPCC notes that there have been successful development 
and adaptation efforts around the world to reduce climate 
vulnerability. In this issue, we explore how your nonprofit 
could be part of that effort—and how climate risk 
mitigations strengthen a nonprofit’s understanding and 
readiness for a wide array of possibilities (risks).

Climate Change, Defined

How Climate and Community Will Shape Your Nonprofit’s Future
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How to Create a Business Continuity Plan 
By Rachel Sams

As the editor of a news organization,  
I had backup plans for how to get our 
morning newsletter out every day.
	 We published the newsletter early 
in the morning, so I often edited and sent 
it remotely from my house. A couple of 
mornings, my Internet wasn’t working. No 
sweat: I just hustled into the office. 
	 That worked well until the night 
my home Internet provider had a major 
nationwide outage—with my city facing 
a blizzard warning the next day. Our 
other editor had the same home Internet 
provider, and we couldn’t assume roads 
would be passable in the morning.
	 The fix: Since we staged our morning 
newsletter in advance, the editors at 
our company’s headquarters across the 
country were on stand by to hit send if we 
couldn’t. Thankfully, the Internet provider 
fixed the outage overnight, so we sent the 
newsletter as usual.
	 While it would be years before I 
(officially) entered the risk management 

field, that day was my first experience with 
the intersection of business continuity 
planning and climate change.
	 Business continuity planning helps 
keep a nonprofit’s necessary functions 
running when normal operations are 
disrupted or impossible. A business 
continuity plan also explains how and  
when other functions will be restored as 
soon as possible. 
	 Direct business disruptions from 
climate change could range from wildfire 
and floods to extreme heat waves. Indirect 
disruptions from climate change might 
involve a key product or service becoming 
unavailable or prohibitively expensive due 
to a climate event.
	 Business continuity planning is one of 
a nonprofit’s most valuable tools to prepare 
for disruptions due to climate change. The 
bonus: If you make a business continuity 
plan, it could benefit your nonprofit during 
disruptions that have nothing to do with 
climate change.

Why Business  
Continuity Planning
We often find that nonprofit leaders want to 
develop plans for every type of disruption. 
But that’s not possible, or necessary. 
	 As Frederick Funston and Stephen 
Wagner wrote in their book, Surviving 
and Thriving in Uncertainty: “…The crisis 
that you prepare for may not be the one 
you experience, but that preparation will 
improve your resilience, come what may.” 
	 While you can’t anticipate every 
possible disruption, you can anticipate and 
plan for “impacts.” That’s important in an 
era where climate-related extreme weather 
events are increasing. Consider: How would 
a period of disruption affect your ability 
to staff your programs? Deliver services? 
Access and operate facilities?
	 Business continuity planning also 
provides insights into the roles and 
dependencies of key functions and 
important tasks at your nonprofit. And it 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 8
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CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE

How to Create a Business Continunity Plan
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 7

gives you an opportunity to consider the 
role, cost effectiveness, and positioning of 
key business functions. 
	 Business continuity planning is not 
exactly crisis management, nor is it disaster 
recovery, although all three of these 
things run in the same circles. Some key 
distinctions: 
	 Crisis management is the act of 
managing an operation through a crisis, 
disaster or catastrophe, while business 
continuity is the planning process that 
keeps necessary functions running during a 
period of disruption and explains how other 
functions will be restored when possible.
	 Disaster recovery is the process of 
restoring data and applications if your data 
center, servers, or other infrastructure 
are damaged or destroyed. Business 
continuity focuses on how to keep essential 
operations running across your whole 
organization. Disaster recovery plans 
usually have a narrower systems focus, 
addressing how to manage networks, 
servers and other critical digital operations 
during a disaster. 

Business Continuity  
Planning, Simplified
We often see organizations drag their feet on 
developing a BCP. We get it! It can feel like a 
heavy lift. But a few simple steps will make 
it easier to start your business continuity 
plan. Remember that each organization is 
different, and your nonprofit may need to 
skip or add sections or otherwise customize 
your BCP. Our My Business Continuity 
Plan app at mybusinesscontinuityplan.org, 
available for $149 or $29 for NRMC Affiliate 
Members, can help.

Before You Start: Risk 
Identification 
Begin your business continuity plan by 
identifying your organization’s biggest risks 
during a business disruption. Also, identify 
a few simple objectives of your business 
continuity plan. Examples might be to keep 
essential operations running for clients, 
maintain staff safety, and minimize data 
loss during a business disruption. Select 
the members of your planning team, and 
make sure to include any departments 
that would face a major impact during a 

“�Begin your business 
continuity plan by 
identifying your 
organization’s 
biggest risks during a 
business disruption.”
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How to Create a Business Continunity Plan
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 8

CONTINUED ON PAGE 10

business disruption and team members 
who have expressed an interest—or 
worries—about disruptions.

Your Disaster Box:  
Virtual and Physical 
	 The Center for Disaster Philanthropy 
counsels nonprofits to keep important 
documents and information in a safe place 
that’s easily accessible. For organizations 
with owned or leased premises, they 
suggest establishing a secure location 
for a physical “disaster box” with copies 
of your information stored in a plastic 
bin with a watertight lid. You should 
also establish a backup “master key,” or 
portable digital device like a USB flash 
drive or external hard drive, containing the 
same information. Store one copy in your 
disaster box and one in a secure offsite 

location, like a safe deposit box. Finally, 
store a copy of all your critical electronic 
digital files in a secure cloud data storage 
account accessible to key staff and if 
appropriate, officers of the board.		
What documents should you include? Start 
with key legal documents like your articles 
of incorporation, bylaws, most recent 
IRS 990 tax forms and your IRS 501(c)3 
determination letter. Next, include essential 
administrative documents like your up-to-
date board and staff rosters, budget, leases 
and deeds, accounting procedures, recent 
financial statements, chart of accounts, 
and bank account and investment account 
information. Include an inventory of key 
equipment like computers and software. 
Also, include contact information for key 
vendors, funders and partners, and update 
that information at least twice a year. 

And of course, when you complete your 
BCP, include it here! Be mindful of privacy, 
as these files may contain personally 
identifiable information. Protect electronic 
files with secure passwords and find the 
most secure possible location for your 
physical disaster box.

Establish General Principles 
It’s good practice to start your BCP with 
any general guidelines your team will want 
to consider in an emergency. If you provide 
high-need services like food and shelter 
and your team prioritizes keeping offices 
open if it’s safe to do so, note that here. If 
your organization works behind the scenes 
to connect people with resources and 
can easily work remotely, your goal in an 
emergency or disruption might be to make 
the safest decisions for your team rather 

“�It’s good practice to start your BCP with any general guidelines your 
team will want to consider in an emergency.”

https://communityactionpartnership.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/CAP-Resilience-Toolkit_Dec-1-2021.pdf
https://communityactionpartnership.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/CAP-Resilience-Toolkit_Dec-1-2021.pdf
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How to Create a Business Continunity Plan
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 9

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE

than to keep facilities open. You’d want to 
note this in your BCP as well. 
	 This is a great place to outline or 
remind staff of daily policies that come 
into play in an emergency. If you have a 
policy that all staff must keep cell phones 
activated during work hours, note that here.
	 If you require all staff or particular staff 
to be familiar with your BCP, note that here.
	 Note anything that would apply in all 
emergencies here, like your organization’s 
emergency notification phone chain, where 
emergency messages will be posted for 
staff, and any instructions for posting those 
emergency messages.

Function and Contact 
Information 
NRMC’s Business Impact Analysis form, 
available at nonprofitrisk.org, is a fillable 
PDF that prompts you to identify your 
organization’s key functions and the 
maximum acceptable downtime for each. 

Next, identify the recovery timeframe and 
strategies for each function. What will you 
need to do to bring each function back 
online in the designated timeframe? Who 
will be involved?
	 You’ll need to list the critical functions 
of your organization by department 
and who to contact in an emergency to 
communicate about each function. This 
is arguably the most important piece of 
your BCP. Make sure to include office, 
cell and home phone numbers to enable 
team members to reach each other in an 
emergency. This information takes a bit 
of time to compile. It’s OK to complete it 
a little at a time. Put reminders on your 
calendar to revisit and update it regularly.
	 Make sure to note dependencies in 
your business continuity plan. Are there 
critical tasks that can only be completed 
if someone else completes theirs? Identify 
those links and provide for how they would 
happen during a disaster.

https://communityactionpartnership.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/BCP-Worksheet-Suite-Fillable-PDF.pdf
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How to Create a Business Continunity Plan 
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CONTINUED ON PAGE 12

	 Congratulations! You’ve just 
completed a major part of the legwork of 
your BCP. The remaining steps will help you 
fully build it out.

Crisis Communication/
Disaster Recovery Plans
If your organization has a crisis 
communication plan that governs the 
steps you will take to communicate with 
your team and external constituents during 
a crisis, incorporate it here. And if you 
have a disaster recovery plan that spells 
out how information would be recovered 
and technological operations restarted in 
a data breach or outage, incorporate that 
here as well. 

	 Even if you don’t have those plans, 
list all external vendors you might need 
to contact in an emergency, from payroll 
to external PR counsel to IT providers. 
List the names, phone numbers and email 
addresses of contact people, and who at 
your organization is authorized to contact 
them. Include information about how your 
organization backs up data and how often.

Departmental BCPs 
List by department the critical materials 
and digital access your team would need to 
do their work during a period when normal 
operations are not possible. Make sure to list 
the people on your team who can authorize 
and provide that access. Provide their contact 

“�List by department the critical materials and digital access your team 
would need to do their work during a period when normal operations 
are not possible.”
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“�Plan a simple 
tabletop discussion 
exercise with a 
couple of business 
disruption scenarios 
to allow your staff to 
practice how they’d 
carry out the plan. ”

How to Create a Business Continunity Plan 
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 11

information. List any external vendors your 
department contracts with here and provide 
names and contact information.

Emergency Procedures 
If your organization has emergency 
procedures that provide information about 
when to call police, fire, hazmat or other 
external authorities, incorporate them 
here. This is also a place to incorporate 
lockdown procedures or other workplace 
violence response procedures you may 
have. Though you can’t and shouldn’t try to 
anticipate every possible type of disruption 
that may occur, if your organization has 
procedures for disasters common in your 
community (like wildfires or floods), 
incorporate those procedures here.

Practice, Train and Test 
Once you have your plan, you might be 
tempted to stop there! You’ve done a lot of 
work. It’s understandable that you might 
want to take a break, and you should! But 
to ensure your plan will have the impact 
you want, it’s essential to train your staff 
on what’s expected of them. Plan a simple 
tabletop discussion exercise with a couple 
of business disruption scenarios to allow 
your staff to practice how they’d carry 
out the plan. Gathering people in cross-
functional groups can be helpful.

Evaluate Lessons Learned, 
Identify and Fill Gaps 
After any training exercise, hold a brief 
after-action review. What went well in the 
exercise? What could your team improve 
on for the future and how? If anything went 
wrong or could go better, don’t assign 

blame; ask open-ended questions, and 
emphasize that the goal is to help your 
whole team learn and grow. Share notes 
from the exercise and after-action review 
afterward, with any follow-up steps and 
responsible parties identified.

Don’t Wait – Celebrate!
It’s challenging to even begin business 
continuity planning. Any nonprofit 
organization juggles an array of 
deliverables, responsibilities and needs 
every day. It may seem impossible to 
devote significant chunks of time to 
thinking about the future. We’ve discussed 
why doing that will benefit you. Share that 
perspective with your team when you ask 
them to commit time to this effort. And 
when you complete a key step of business 
continuity planning, even when it feels 
like there’s much more to come, celebrate! 
You could gather your whole team to enter 
their key information into the plan, then 
celebrate with food, games and balloons. 
You could give your whole team a day off to 
thank them for the effort they put into the 
plan. Whatever you do, don’t give up. Each 
step you take toward a business continuity 
plan puts you one step closer to peace of 
mind when disruption occurs—whether it’s 
related to climate or not. 

Rachel Sams is Lead Consultant and Editor 
at the Nonprofit Risk Management Center. 
She teaches business continuity planning 
to nonprofit professionals in NRMC’s twice-
yearly Emerging Risk Leaders Certificate 
Program. Reach her with thoughts and 
questions about business continuity 
planning at rachel@nonprofitrisk.org or 
(505) 456-4045.

mailto:rachel%40nonprofitrisk.org?subject=
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CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE

Your Guide to Going Green in Nonprofit Operations 
By Rachel Sams 

The global Covid pandemic led many 
nonprofit teams to think anew about the 
possibilities associated with remote work. 
Many teams concluded that some roles 
would be fulfilled by remote staff for the 
indefinite future. A small percentage of 
organizations went fully virtual. 
	 How much of a factor was your carbon 
footprint in those discussions?
	 Even if environmental impact hasn’t 
been a major consideration in decisions 
related to where your staff live and 
work, our world’s changing climate will 
increasingly make the environment more 
of a factor in decision-making. Now is 
a great time to factor environmental 
considerations into your thinking about the 
staffing and delivery of key programs. 
Improving energy efficiency can help 

nonprofits lower operating costs, free up 
resources to advance their core missions, 
be good environmental stewards in their 
communities, and improve the health and 
wellness of employees, volunteers, and 
people who use their services, according 
to the Environmental and Energy Study 
Institute.

	 In some cases, your organization may 
already be doing things that make your 
operations greener, like enabling remote and 
hybrid work options that reduce or eliminate 
employee commutes. Environmental 
awareness might simply require you to bring 
a new lens to discussions your nonprofit is 
already having. 

	 Here are some steps your nonprofit 
can take to become greener and more 
energy-efficient.

Facilities
If you’re making decisions now about 
whether to buy or rent buildings for your 
nonprofit’s future needs, apply a climate 
lens to those decisions.
Assess the costs and benefits of  
having a physical space, including 
environmental ones. 

	■ Reflect on the expected levels and 
frequency of in-person activity your 
programs require. 

	■ Evaluate whether a remote or hybrid 
model could lower your organization’s 
carbon footprint and strengthen 
employee retention without reducing 
access to services for your clients and 
community.

	■ Explore options, including downside 
risks and upside opportunities for 

https://www.eesi.org/articles/view/why-energy-efficiency-is-important-for-nonprofits
https://www.eesi.org/articles/view/why-energy-efficiency-is-important-for-nonprofits
https://www.eesi.org/articles/view/why-energy-efficiency-is-important-for-nonprofits
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shared space in existing buildings. 
Could you co-locate with a partner, 
open an office at a coworking space, 
or hold in-person programs at a 
community center?

If you need a physical space, consider 
environmental considerations in 
choosing the location.

	■ Look for buildings that are well-served 
by public transit or in walking distance 
of communities you serve to minimize 
the environmental impact of staff and 
clients traveling there.

	■ Seek locations that are near key 
partners or vendors when possible, to 
decrease travel times.

	■ Explore options for using or 
constructing environmentally friendly 
buildings, such as LEED (Leadership 
in Energy and Environmental Design) 
certification.

	■ Consider options for using or 
producing renewable energy, from 
solar panels to tapping into wind or 
solar energy through the grid. 

If you own or rent a building you’d 
like to make more environmentally 
friendly, consider these options from 
the Environmental and Energy Study 
Institute.

	■ Programmable thermostats can save 
on energy when a facility is empty.

	■ Consider replacing incandescent and 
fluorescent bulbs with high-efficiency 
LEDs.

	■ Replace damaged insulation and seal 
air leaks around windows and doors.

	■ Consider whole-building retrofits 
like high-efficiency HVAC systems. If 
you’re investing in a new building or 
need to replace a system, these may 
cost more up front but save money in 
the long run.

Your Guide to Going Green in Nonprofit Operations
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 13

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE
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Travel/Transportation
About 90% of the carbon emissions from 
business trips come from air travel, and 
many nonprofits have set targets to reduce 
their environmental impact. Here are some 
ways to do that when members of your 
organization’s team travel, based on NRMC 
research and information from Columbia 
Climate School.

	■ Consider driving as an alternative to 
short-haul flights.

	| Pay attention to the details: A  
solo business traveler who drives 
might produce more carbon 
emissions than they would if  
they booked a single seat on a  
short flight. 

	■ Encourage your team to choose 
accommodations close to your 

meeting, and walk or take public 
transportation if possible.

	■ When you can, travel at times of milder 
temperatures and less air pollution.

	■ Keep travel plans flexible. Consider 
alternative routes, transportation 
modes and accommodations in case of 
delays or emergencies.

	■ Buy refundable tickets.
	■ Support the economy by choosing 

locally owned restaurants and 
accommodations.

Fleet Management
If your nonprofit has a fleet, spend some 
time thinking about your transportation 
needs in the context of climate change. 
By 2030, electric cars will represent 60 
percent of vehicles sold in the United 
States, China, and the European Union, 

Your Guide to Going Green in Nonprofit Operations 
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 14

CONTINUED ON PAGE 16

“�About 90% of the 
carbon emissions 
from business trips 
come from air 
travel, and many 
nonprofits have set 
targets to reduce 
their environmental 
impact.”

https://www.reuters.com/business/aerospace-defense/corporate-business-travel-carbon-budgets-loom-airlines-2021-10-10/
https://www.reuters.com/business/aerospace-defense/corporate-business-travel-carbon-budgets-loom-airlines-2021-10-10/
https://news.climate.columbia.edu/2023/07/11/climate-change-is-making-travel-that-much-harder/
https://news.climate.columbia.edu/2023/07/11/climate-change-is-making-travel-that-much-harder/
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Your Guide to Going Green in Nonprofit Operations 
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 15

“�If your nonprofit has a fleet, spend some time thinking about your 
transportation needs in the context of climate change.”

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE

according to the International Energy 
Agency. As electric cars and hybrid gas-
electric vehicles grow in popularity, they 
bring fleet managers new opportunities 
and challenges. Here are some things the 
U.S. Department of Energy recommends 
considering as you evaluate what kind of 
vehicles to buy. If you go electric, federal, 
state and local incentives could help offset 
the cost.
Things to consider when assessing  
vehicle needs:

1.	 How far will your nonprofit drive its 
vehicles?

2.	 Will you mostly drive the vehicles 
on highways, or in stop-and-go city 
traffic? 

	|A battery-powered electric vehicle 
may be suited to drives of 100 to 
300 miles a day, with the option to 
plug in at night. 

3.	 What environmental factors 
must your vehicles stand up to? 
Temperatures, terrain?

4.	 How and where do you plan to 
charge your vehicle, and how much 
will that cost?

5.	 What is the dealer’s battery 
replacement policy? How much will 
batteries likely cost?

6.	 Are enough of the vehicles 
available to meet your needs? What 
vehicle maintenance and support 

https://www.iea.org/news/demand-for-electric-cars-is-booming-with-sales-expected-to-leap-35-this-year-after-a-record-breaking-2022
https://www.iea.org/news/demand-for-electric-cars-is-booming-with-sales-expected-to-leap-35-this-year-after-a-record-breaking-2022
https://afdc.energy.gov/vehicles/electric-fleets
https://afdc.energy.gov/vehicles/electric-fleets
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Your Guide to Going Green in Nonprofit Operations 
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 16

options exist, and can the vehicles be 
serviced locally?

Operations
Almost every aspect of your nonprofit’s 
operations uses environmental resources. 
There are many ways to minimize that 
environmental impact with care. Here are 
some opportunities.

	■ Use energy-efficient appliances and 
office equipment.

	■ Offer your staff incentives to use 
public transportation or bike to 
work. Transit accounts allow your 
employees to set aside money on a 
pretax basis to pay for eligible transit 
expenses.

	■ Take part in community programs to 
recycle paper, plastics, glass, metals, 
and any other materials you can.

	■ Reduce paper use by making 
documentation and communications 
digital when possible.

	■ Buy office supplies and products 
that use recyclable and sustainable 
materials.

	■ Work with local vendors and 
suppliers when possible to decrease 
transportation emissions and benefit 
your local economy.

	■ Create an internal committee to 
spearhead green initiatives and 
involve the staff in sustainable 
practices.

	■ Consider emissions in your 
organization’s information 
technology approach, including AI. 
Data centers use enormous amounts 
of water, and ChatGPT’s daily 
power use has been estimated as 
nearly equal to that of 180,000 U.S. 
households. 

You Can’t Do Everything, But 
Everyone Can Do Something
Doing your part to make your nonprofit’s 
operations and facilities greener in the 
face of climate change will take time. We 
recommend you tackle this challenge in 
phases. You could pick one area of focus 
from this article and dive in. Or, if you 
already have a scheduled facilities review 
or overhaul of your travel policies, it 
makes sense to start there.
	 Don’t feel like you must do 
everything yourself. Almost every 
nonprofit has staff members or 
volunteers with a passion for contributing 
to a healthier planet. They may have 
unique skills and talents to bring to this 
work—like a process-oriented approach 
that could help you set up a recycling 
program, or an engineering background 
that could help you evaluate facilities. Put 
out a call for staff members interested in 
helping your organization go greener, and 
you might be surprised what you find. 
Their involvement in something they’re 
excited about could mean they stay with 
your team longer. 
	 Make sure to give volunteers for 
your green team resources, support, 
and feedback. No one wants to supply 
a lot of ideas that disappear into the 
ether. Together, identify things you can 
do to make your operations greener, 
and do them well. The process should 
bond your team together and make you 
more informed citizens of the nonprofit 
sector—and the world.

Rachel Sams is Lead Consultant and Editor 
at the Nonprofit Risk Management Center. 
She is EV-curious but, as a resident of 
the West with its long distances between 
population centers, experiences range 
anxiety. Reach her with thoughts and 
questions about going green in nonprofit 
operations at rachel@nonprofitrisk.org or 
(505) 456-4045.

“�Almost every aspect 
of your nonprofit’s 
operations uses 
environmental 
resources. There 
are many ways 
to minimize that 
environmental impact 
with care.”

https://www.forbes.com/sites/cindygordon/2024/03/12/chatgpt-and-generative-ai-innovations-are-creating-sustainability-havoc/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/cindygordon/2024/03/12/chatgpt-and-generative-ai-innovations-are-creating-sustainability-havoc/
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EMERGING

RISK
LEADERS
Certificate Program

Find the answer here nonprofitrisk.org

https://nonprofitrisk.org/emergingriskleaders/
LEARN MORE ATNonpro�t Risk Management Center

info@nonpro�trisk.org | 703.777.3504
www.nonpro�tr i sk .org

AN AFFORDABLE
CERTIFICATE PROGRAM
FOR NEW NONPROFIT
RISK PROFESSIONALS
Small cohorts will convene together for three, 3-hour virtual workshops to 
develop essential risk management skills. Participants will experience increased 
con�dence regarding risk management, learn how to use di�erent risk 
identi�cation and unpacking techniques, meet and network with other sector 
professionals with risk management responsibilities, and complete a hands-on 
risk-themed project to support and evolve risk management at their nonpro�ts.

Session 1
April 1, 2025

Session 2
April 15, 2025

Session 3
April 29, 2025

You’ll begin your journey by learning 
about the evolution of risk 
management in the nonpro�t sector, 
explore 5 risk management myths 
and misconceptions, and 3 practical 
risk assessment techniques. The 
cohort will work in small groups to 
share ideas and ultimately you’ll 
conclude the session by identifying 
your risk-themed project!

Session Two jumps right in to learning 
about common stumbling blocks, 
potential missteps, and ripe 
opportunities in risk management 
programs. You’ll also receive an 
introduction to Business Continuity 
Planning and how to conduct an After 
Action Review. Leave this session with 
practical tools for your risk toolkit!

The �nal session will guide you in 
adopting a sustainable cadence for 
risk management activities at your 
nonpro�t, creating simple but 
powerful Risk Action Plans, and 
techniques for forming and 
supporting a high-performing Risk 
Committee. At the end, you’ll present 
an overview of your risk project to the 
cohort.

$39500

NRMC Members can join this exciting 
program at the discounted rate of $158 
(60% savings!)

What people are 
saying about ERLCP

“I enjoyed participating in ERLCP because 
there is always something new to learn about 
risk management. I also loved the 
opportunity to meet with peers and...to 
practice the risk management tools before 
using them at my organization.”

https://nonprofitrisk.org/emergingriskleaders/
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