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The urban poor face greatly increased levels of vulnerability due to the impacts 
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cushion themselves, and lack access to formal risk-reduction mechanisms. High 
rates of urbanisation occurring in low- and middle-income countries make such 
vulnerability a major challenge for global poverty reduction goals.

Urban Poverty and Climate Change pulls together the work of leading scholars 
to offer a policy-relevant narrative that aims to deepen our understanding of the 
everyday experiences of climate change – both the impacts on and responses of 
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more effective pro-poor climate change policies in urban areas by local, national 
governments and international organisations. A  number of key questions are 
posed; how do innovative adaptation practices emerge and flourish? How do 
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1 Introduction

Michaela Hordijk, Manoj Roy, David Hulme  
and Sally Cawood

No one should experience poverty, yet in this affluent world up to a third of 
humanity experiences poverty in the form of multiple deprivations, including 
limited access to basic services, food, potable water and sanitation, clothing and 
shelter (Hulme 2015). Whilst poverty incidence is in decline, with the propor-
tion of extreme poor in the Global South down from over one half of the popu-
lation (living on less than US$1.25 per day) in 1990 to 14 percent in 2015, 1.9 
billion to 836  million people respectively (UN 2015), poverty in urban areas 
is rising sharply. Such high levels of poverty in such a wealthy world should be 
a concern for anyone interested in social justice. Whilst poverty estimates are 
notoriously unreliable, predictions consistently show an upward trend of poverty 
in towns and cities across the Global South, with a jump from 17 to 28 percent in 
the past ten years (Haddad 2012). In East Asia, nearly half of all poverty is now 
in urban areas, whilst in Sub-Saharan Africa the urban share of poverty is 25 per-
cent (Haddad 2012). Arguably, there are many pitfalls in our understanding of, 
and efforts to reduce, urban poverty. Two concerns stand out to justify this book.

First, that understanding multifaceted urban poverty requires a conscious con-
sideration of climate change as a global process with local impacts. Critically, 
climate change is identified as one of the contributing factors to rising numbers of 
urban poor, as the relative decline of rural poverty is partly due to migration of the 
rural poor to urban areas as a result of or in reaction to climate related shocks and 
stressors (DePaul 2012). Second, there is a lack of meaningful action to incor-
porate and understand climate change impacts on the urban poor. UN Habitat 
suggests that urbanisation (as a process) should adhere to human rights principles 
while the city (as an outcome) should meet specific human rights standards (UN 
Habitat 2012). With the tripling of urban land cover (UN Habitat 2015), and 
an expected three billion people living in slums by 2030 (UN Habitat 2012a), 
fulfilling this vision is an enormous challenge.

Whilst there is a growing political momentum to tackle urban poverty, this is 
largely at the level of policy formulation, and has not yet been converted into 
policy implementation. In September 2015 the UN General Assembly adopted 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), committing inter alia to ‘end pov-
erty in all its forms everywhere’ (SDG1), ‘to make cities and human settlements 
inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable’ (SDG11) and ‘to take urgent action to 
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combat climate change and its impacts’ (SDG13; UN 2015a). ‘Cities and Regions’ 
was also one of the key themes on the ‘Lima to Paris Action Agenda’ in prep-
aration for the 21st Conference of the Parties (COP 21) to the UN Framework 
on Climate Change in December 2015. Furthermore, whilst climate change was 
mentioned only once in the Habitat Agenda (resulting from the Istanbul City 
Summit in 1996), and only in reference to the need to reduce energy use (hence 
mitigation), climate change is one of the key themes of the Habitat III confer-
ence to be held in Quito in October 2016.

Despite this apparent momentum, the research and policy community have 
only recently begun to explore climate change impacts in cities, thanks to a flurry 
of publications and initiatives. These publications include: the World Bank 2008 
report on ‘Climate Resilient Cities’ (Prasad et al. 2009), the Red Cross 2010 World 
Disaster Report on ‘Focus on Urban Risks’ (IFRC 2010) and the World Wildlife 
Fund (who rarely focus on ‘urban’) release of the ‘Mega-Risks in Mega-Cities’ 
report in 2009 (WWF 2009). Initiatives include:  the Rockefeller Foundation 
support for the Asian Cities Climate Change Resilience Network (ACCCRN) 
since 2008 (Rockefeller Foundation 2015) and the Local Governments for 
Sustainability (ICLEI) yearly gathering for local government representatives, civil 
society and private sector actors and academia under the banner ‘Resilient Cities’ 
since 2010, with a strong focus on climate change. Finally, in 2014 ESRC-DFID 
has funded a three-year programme on ‘Urban Africa: Risk and Capacity’ (Urban 
ARC; Adelekan et al. 2015).

‘Cities are where the battle for sustainable development will be won or lost’, 
noted the High Level Panel on the Post 2015 Development Agenda (UN 
2013:  17). However, both the High Level Panel report and UN Resolution 
A/70/L.1 (by which the SDGs were adopted) are notoriously vague on concrete 
actions to be taken. As one commentator noted, ‘the SDGs may have a lot about 
what needs to be achieved but not about how, by whom and with what funding 
and support’ (Satterthwaite 2015: unpaged). Comparison of resolution A/70/L.1, 
the Urban Chapter of the IPCC Fifth Assessment Report (AR5) and issue papers 
released in preparation for Habitat III in 2016 (UN Habitat 2015; 2015a; 2015b) 
reveals the repetition of certain core concepts and principles, namely: partici-
pation, adaptation, co-creation, resilience and transformation, explored below.

Participation is embedded in resolution A/70/L.1, which seeks ‘the participa-
tion of all countries, all stakeholders and all people’ (UN 2015b: 2). However, 
fostering genuine participation of vulnerable groups is a difficult task, and partici-
pation as a panacea to smoothen exclusion has been heavily criticised (Cooke and 
Kothari 2001; Hickey and Mohan 2005; Hordijk et al. 2015). Rather, attempts 
to enable community participation in climate adaptation programmes should 
learn from decades of ‘trial and error’ in participatory development (Dodman and 
Mitlin 2013). Indeed, community-based adaptation (CBA) intends to strengthen 
local capacities at neighbourhood, community or village level to adapt to cli-
mate change through participatory local development initiatives (Dodman and 
Mitlin 2013). However, despite emphasis on the importance of partnerships with 
local actors, CBA has been criticised for being too localised, too small scale and 
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isolated, and running the risk of making the poor responsible for their own adap-
tation (Dodman and Mitlin 2013; Forsyth 2013). Sharply focused questions of 
who participates, how and why remain critically important.

Adaptation can be defined as ‘the process of adjustment to actual or expected 
climate and its effects. In human systems, adaptation seeks to moderate or avoid 
harm or exploit beneficial opportunities’ (IPCC 2014: 1132). Adaptation to cli-
mate change impacts seeks to respond to both increased stresses (gradual nega-
tive changes that reduce the quality of life and/or impact on livelihoods, e.g. 
more frequent waterlogging) and to increases in the frequency or severity of 
disasters. Where climate change adaptation and disaster risk reduction (DRR) 
converge with development planning and intervention, significant synergies can 
emerge (UN Habitat 2015: 7). To ensure such interventions benefit the urban 
poor does, however, require that risk perceptions and existing experiences of cli-
mate change impacts are integrated, meaningfully, into formal DRR and adapta-
tion strategies (Fraser Chapter 13, this volume; Hordijk et  al. Chapter 8, this 
volume; Sutherland et al. Chapter 4, this volume).

Such integration requires the co-creation of knowledge, an idea which often 
underpins CBA. Co-creation of knowledge takes place when a range of actors 
develop a shared understanding of complex problems and explore possible solu-
tions. It is often assumed that social learning can shift power relations through 
including the voices and knowledge of the poor (Ensor and Harvey 2015), and 
build networks across sectors at different scales (Reed et al. 2013), strengthening 
linkages on which actors can draw when swift action is needed in times of cri-
ses. Co-creation of knowledge is arguably one of the building blocks of resilience 
(Hordijk et al. Chapter 8, this volume), and underpins the work on networks 
from ACCCRN (Reed et al. 2013; Rockefeller Foundation 2015). Co-creation of 
knowledge is also undertaken on the premise that the new shared ways of know-
ing will lead to changes in practice (Ensor and Harvey 2015). However, while 
ideas such as CBA (Dodman and Mitlin 2013), adaptive development (Agrawal 
and Lemos 2015) and rights-based perspectives on adaptive capacity (Ensor et al. 
2015) emerge, the urban poor are yet to benefit in practice. A major gap therefore 
remains in translating this knowledge into local planning practice (Turner et al. 
2015; UN Habitat 2015: 4).

Interestingly, the concept of ‘resilience’ can be found in all three (resolution 
A/70/L.1, AR5 and Habitat III) documents, demonstrating the popularity of 
the term in policy circles, despite widespread critique (Fainstein 2015; Peyroux 
2015). However, in the SDGs the term remains undefined, as if common under-
standing is assumed. In the formulation of the 17 SDGs the term refers to resili-
ent infrastructure (SDG 9) and ‘inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable cities’ 
(SDG 13). According to UN Habitat, resilience is both ‘aspirational and oper-
ational’, it ‘concentrates on how individuals, communities and business not only 
cope in the face of multiple shocks and stressors, but also realise opportunities 
for transformational development’ (UN Habitat 2015a: 1). The UN Habitat def-
inition moves beyond the traditional definition of the ‘capacity to bounce back’ 
after a shock or disturbance, which underlies AR5’s definition of resilience (Revi 

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 


