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1.  Background to the special issue

The papers in this special issue bring together the research and policy communities to examine the insights 
which are emerging from UN-Habitat’s Cities and Climate Change Initiative (CCCI) and their implications 
for understanding and action on urban vulnerability, adaptation and resilience in response to climate change. 
The papers have emerged through collaboration between the ESRC  Urban Transitions project at Durham 
University and UN-Habitat, as well as with colleagues at UCL and a number of municipalities involved in 
the CCCI process. They draw on the ongoing work undertaken by UN-Habitat since 2008 to support small 
and medium sized cities across the global South and the insights developed through the work of the Urban 
Transitions project concerning how, why and with what implications cities are responding to climate change,. 
The focus of the special issue is on the three related issues of vulnerability, adaptation and resilience as they 
are emerging in the urban arena. While concerns for mitigation have long dominated the urban climate 
change agenda, the need to adjust to future climatic conditions and to respond to current climate related 
disasters is increasingly pushing questions of vulnerability, adaptation and resilience up the agenda. This 
collection provides rich empirical accounts of how this agenda is being developed in a diverse set of urban 
contexts in cities in Africa, Asia and Latin America. It provides insights into how climate change is being 
configured in a set of urban contexts which are rarely examined in the academic literature, and develops 
insights into how international agencies are seeking to respond to these issues. Furthermore, the papers 
illustrate the critical issues across the science/policy interface that are raised in co-producing the relevant 
knowledges concerning climate change dynamics that are required to develop such responses. The purpose 
of the special issue is to use these insights as a basis for opening up the debates and research agendas around 
the concepts of vulnerability, adaptation and resilience, and to identify critical issues for future research and 
policy attention.

2.  Papers in the special issue

Six papers have been written for this special issue that provide a series of empirical examples of the work 
being undertaken by UN-Habitat CCCI. They span a wide geographic scope, covering cities in Africa, South 
America and Asia and reflecting a range of different social, environmental, cultural, political and economic 
contexts from which UN-Habitat CCCI and partners are engaging. The special issue begins with Bulkeley 
and Tuts ,who provide an overview and introduction to the critical challenges that are emerging in the 
research based literature around climate change and cities. The authors show how the UN-Habitat CCCI has 
taken forward these pressing issues, revealing the growing global arena of climate change governance and 
how it has become critical to wider urban debates about urban sustainability. The paper makes important 
suggestions around a collaborative research and policy agenda, focused on growing international momentum 
around issues of vulnerability, resilience and adaptation. Considering these issues within the West African 
region Silver, McEwan, Petrella and Baguian examine the climate change vulnerabilities in Saint-Louis, 
Senegal and Bobo-Dioulasso, Burkina Faso, how these intersect with the development agenda in both cities 
and the emerging governance responses to these dynamics. The paper shows how a focus on ‘ordinary cities’ 
is both needed to address climate change issues in the multitude of cities in which the majority of urban 
dwellers reside and the diversity of responses that are emerging. 

Castan-Broto, Oballa and Junior examine how climate change impacts and actions in Maputo, Mozambique 
need to be understood within the wider urbanisation and socio-economic development context, particularly 
in relation to the poverty alleviation agenda. By doing so they bring to the fore the relationship between 
environmental processes and human actions, how these dynamics intersect with urban inequalities and the 
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implications of such a perspective, suggesting the need to broaden the terrain of responses across a plethora 
of urban intermediaries. Button, Mias-Mamonong,Barth and Rigg discuss the climate change 
vulnerabilities in coastal Sorsogon City, Philippines exploring how a series of actions are emerging around 
social, environmental and technical systems and the ways in which resilience is being produced and 
understood at a series of different scales across the municipality and the city’s communities. By undertaking 
such an analysis the authors argue that research and policy needs to engage with the inherent messiness of 
cities and urban life in the global South rather than relying on traditional notions of cities and the governing 
of them. Kehew, Kolisa, Rollo, Callejas and Alber look at how climate change laws and policies are being 
formulated from the perspective of local government in three contrasting countries: Philippines, Mexico and 
South African that have provided early examples of legislation that foregrounds the role of cities in 
mainstreaming adaptation and mitigation imperatives across wider policy concerns. Finally, Luque, Edwards 
and Lalande examine the city of Esmeraldas, Ecuador showing that multiple adaptation strategies are 
required to address climate change and its potential to reinforce existing vulnerabilities by suggesting that 
climate change cannot be considered simply as a future risk but is already playing out across the city’s 
landscapes. Such dynamics the authors suggest show the importance of new forms of urban governance that 
address the needs of the most vulnerable and engage with actual existing conditions of urbanism in the city. 

3. Future pathways

Together the papers in this special issue suggest a series of implications for approaching the increasingly 
complex landscapes in which urban responses to climate change are being formed. The papers show the 
importance of developing detailed knowledge bases focused on individual cities and the multi-scalar and 
localized forms of governance that characterize particular cities. Such work is prompting a growing research 
agenda focused beyond the global cities that are often dominant in the literatures on climate change and the 
multiple arenas through which climate change responses are traveling. Part of this agenda needs to engage 
with the new governance contexts in which climate change is being framed to support emerging institutional 
arrangements that link international, national and municipal actors to communities already experiencing 
climate change related emergencies across everyday urban life. Such work can help support the huge 
transformations needed across cities to respond to climate change imperatives through its usefulness and 
applicability for global and national policy development as well as local practice. By providing new 
pathways to engage with the the diverse range of adaptation and mitigation actions the hope is that cities can 
engage with this emerging agenda and the multiple forms through which to response to climate change. 
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