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III. Explanation for Approach Cities Take

Preparing Cities for Climate Change: 
An International Comparative Assessment of Urban Climate Adaptation Planning

Professor JoAnn Carmin, Massachusetts Institute of Technology
Funded by US National Science Foundation, Grant #0926349

Problem & Objectives Theoretical Context Data Collection Methods

Preliminary ConclusionsPreliminary Case Study Analysis

Case Studies
Cases studies, based on semi-structured interviews are 
being conducted in cities where adaptation planning is taking 
place. The countries are varied on level of income and, as 
illustrated in Table 1, the capital city and an economically 
important secondary city in each country are selected as 
case study sites.

Student Training

I. What motivates cities to initiate climate adaptation 
planning?

II. What are the main characteristics of the approaches 
cities are taking to initiate and advance climate 
adaptation planning?

III. What explains the approach cities are taking to promote 
planning and facilitate mainstreaming and 
implementation? 

IV. In what ways are stakeholders involved in adaptation 
planning and how are their activities affecting 
government adaptation initiatives?

Global Survey
A global survey will be initiated in spring 2011. It will be 
enumerated in person and through a web platform to the 
contact person in cities that are members of ICLEI – Local 
Governments for Sustainability.

Country Capital City Secondary City
Australia Canberra Melbourne
Japan Tokyo Nagoya
South Africa Cape Town Durban
Namibia Windhoek Walvis Bay
Ecuador Quito Esmeraldas 
India Delhi Surat

Lower Middle 
Income

Upper Middle 
Income

High Income

*Completed, Anticipated

Rapid urbanization + Growing populations +  Increasing 
numbers of urban poor + Greater intensity and frequency of 

natural hazards attributed to climate change
=

Increasing risks to urban residents, infrastructure, and 
natural environment

Urban scholars suggest that city agendas and actions will 
be driven by exogenous institutional pressures such as 
policies, best practices, and funding. However, in new 
policy domains, there are few, if any, established 
institutions to exert pressure. Most studies of new policy 
arenas assess macro-level patterns or draw on post-hoc 
accounts of early adopters. In contrast, this study engages 
local actors working on climate adaptation planning to 
examine their rationale for taking action and ways they 
navigate this emerging policy domain. 

The objectives of this research are to understand:
• The ways in which exogenous pressures versus 

endogenous goals and priorities shape urban planning 
decisions and actions in new policy domains.

• How variations in levels of economic development affect 
the ways cities are planning for climate impacts.

• How private sector and civil society actors shape the 
capacity, actions, and decisions of local governments. 

• The links between urban climate change adaptation and 
disaster mitigation initiatives. 

Graduate and undergraduate students participated 
in fieldwork in South Africa, Namibia, Ecuador, 
and Japan. In the course of the research, they 
were trained in field interviewing and qualitative 
data analysis methods. In addition, they are 
working on survey development, participating in 
presentations and collaborating on writing 
academic journal articles. 

I.Motivations for Initiating Adaptation Planning
• Advances agenda of lead department 
• Builds or maintains city image
• Addresses city priorities 
• Risk reduction
• Timing

II. Characteristics of Approach to Planning
• All cities conduct assessments and focus on engaging 

departments
• Cities vary in the sequencing and degree of rigor in 

assessments, extent they involve stakeholders, creation 
of governing bodies, and types of plans they develop

• Cities often have little guidance and resources, so find 
innovative ways to advance adaptation

IV. Stakeholder Involvement and Influence
• City governments develop partnerships with universities, 

research institutes, and business/ business associations
• Nongovernmental stakeholders generally respond to 

rather than push or lead government
• Cities tend to limit public participation, though many are 

testing community-based approaches to adaptation

• Cities among the first to pursue climate adaptation are 
motivated by endogenous factors rather than exogenous 
pressures.

• To build commitment, leading cities focus on how 
adaptation can advance existing goals rather than the 
need for a new agenda or risks of climate impacts.

• Cities strategically engage researchers, business, and, in 
some instances, communities to extend capacity.

• In the absence of institutions, cities are experimenting and 
innovating

Table 1: Case Study Selection

Research Questions (addressed to date)

• Linking to existing city goals 
and priorities helps foster 
legitimacy and commitment 

• Engagement of city 
departments generates 
buy-in and facilitates 
implementation

• Engaging designated 
stakeholder groups extends 
capacity

• Action requires respect for 
political and policy realities

Durban
Cape Town
Walvis Bay
Tokyo
Quito
Windhoek

I. Risk 
Reduction

III. Addresses 
City Priorities

II. Advance Leading 
Department Agenda

V. Maintains or 
Builds City Image

IV. Timing

Durban
Cape Town
Walvis Bay
Tokyo
Quito
Windhoek

I. Risk 
Reduction

II. Advance Leading 
Department Agenda

V. Maintains or 
Builds City Image

IV. Timing

VIII. Stakeholder 
Engagement

VII. Respecting 
Politics & Policy

VI. Respecting & 
Engaging Other 

Departments

III. Addresses 
City Priorities
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