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While climate change presents serious risks 
for all countries, the situation is more acute 
for populations in developing countries1, the 
situation is more acute for populations in 
developing countries whose vulnerability is 
intensified by the intersection of many underlying 
factors. These include poverty, conflicts, 
weak institutional structures, limited human, 
institutional, and financial capacity, and reliance 
on climate-sensitive socio-economic activities.

Collectively, these factors impair the ability of 
countries to anticipate, cope and respond to both 
direct and indirect effects of climate change. 
Urban populations in these countries are already 
suffering from extreme weather events, flooding, 
subsidence, storms, heatwaves, water scarcity, 
droughts and sea level rise among other climate 
change effects. Considering that 55 per cent of 
the world’s population lives in urban areas and 
this share is projected to increase to 68 per 
cent by 2050,2 cities are the main battleground 
for climate change action. Indeed, the most 
vulnerable regions are where urbanization will 
take place more rapidly as 90 per cent of the 
2.5 billion people expected to live in cities in the 
next three decades will be in Asia and Africa.3 

1 United Nations Statistics Division notes that “there is no 
established convention for the designation of ‘developed’ 
and ‘developing’ countries or areas in the United Nations 
system” and therefore “the designations ‘developed’ and 
‘developing’ are intended for statistical convenience and do 
not necessarily express a judgment about the stage reached 
by the particular country or area in the development process”. 
This is the position adopted by this paper.  
2 UN-Habitat (2020). World Cities Report: The Value of 
Sustainable Urbanization.
3  UNDESA (2018). Revision of World Urbanization Prospects.

A growing urban population not only makes the 
prospects of higher emissions real but it also 
means that many will be at heightened risk from 
the adverse effects of climate change, including 
millions of informal settlers, whole populations 
in coastal areas, delta regions and small 
island developing States as well as substantial 
numbers in arid and semi-arid areas.

The role of cities has been recognized by the 
Paris Agreement, which identifies them as 
“important stakeholders, capable of mobilizing 
strong and ambitious climate action”. The New 
Urban Agenda (NUA) also puts urban areas at 
the centre of climate change action and, more 
notably, introduces a multi-level governance 
approach by including the commitment to 
promote “…international, national, subnational 
and local climate action, including climate change 
adaptation and mitigation, and to supporting 
the efforts of cities and human settlements, 
their inhabitants and all local stakeholders to be 
important implementers”. 

It is in appreciation of the important role of 
multi-level governance that this guide has been 
developed to offer an understanding of how to 
improve horizontal and vertical coordination 
among different levels of government as well 
as leveraging the contributions of non-State 
actors such as the private sector, civil societies, 
community organizations and academia, among 
others. 

The guide first provides an overview of the nature 
and magnitude of climate change impacts and 
risks that developing countries face. This part 
includes an analysis of the special vulnerability 
of various groups and makes the case for urban 
climate action. 
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