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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

According to the most recent UN estimates approximately 56% of the world’s 7.9 billion inhabitants live in 
cities and their extended urbanised regions (UN DESA, 2019).  It has become clear that cities represent both a 
significant challenge and opportunity for those focused on addressing the climate change crisis. Small and 
medium sized cities in the Global South, for example, have high levels of vulnerable populations and limited 
response capacity.  Additionally, cities, their stakeholders and leaders are very innovative with respect to 
climate change adaptation and mitigation

After a proposal for a Special Report was put forward by the government of South Africa during the 6th assessment 
cycle (AR6), at the 43rd Session, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), committed to a 
Special Report on Climate Change and Cities as part of the AR7. To stimulate knowledge exchange, and the 
production of evidence-based reports and peer-reviewed publications on cities and climate change, at its 44th 
meeting, the IPCC approved a co-sponsorship proposal for an international Cities and Climate Change Science 
conference, held in Edmonton, Canada in March 2018. Urban policymakers, urban practitioners, researchers 
and other societal actors came together to. The primary output of this conference was the Global Research 
and Action Agenda on Cities and Climate Change Science (GRAA)(World Climate Research Programme, 2019) 
which emphasized the research needs for increased action on climate change in cities.

In the months following the conference, the Global Covenant of Mayors for Climate and Energy (GCoM) launched 
the Innovate4Cities initiative to support and expand the research and action called for within the 2018 Cities 
and Climate Change Science conference’s GRAA. The first Innovate4Cities conference (Innovate4Cities 2021) 
was held virtually in October 2021 by GCoM and UN-Habitat, and co-sponsored by the IPCC, bringing together 
representatives from academia, the private sector, NGOs, local governments, national governments, city 
networks, youth, international organisations and other stakeholders engaged in addressing climate change in 
cities. Building on the Global Research and Action Agenda, the Innovate4Cities 2021 conference was centred on 
the nexus between science, practice and innovation vital to realizing ambitious climate change action in cities 
across the globe, with a strong focus on local and regional voices. The Innovate4Cities 2021 conference had 
6901 registered participants from 159 countries and featured 886 speakers across 191 sessions. 

The Innovate4Cities 2021 conference was an important stocktaking of progress in the production of evidence-
based reports and peer-reviewed publications on cities and climate change, and emerging research gaps 
which have come about since the Cities and Climate Change Science conference, and which can contribute to 
the preparation of  the AR7 Special Report on Climate Change and Cities.
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While the 2018 Cities and Climate Change Science 
Conference discussions focused on bringing 
together the scientific community, practitioners and 
policymakers to discuss the next frontier of research on 
cities and climate change, Innovate4Cities 2021 focused 
on research and innovation as well as closing the gap 
between ambition and implementation. To catalyse 
action to close the implementation gap, new research 
and knowledge on methods to change the mindset of 
urban stakeholders around addressing climate change 

and the tools and processes to do so, as illustrated in 
figure 1 came through very strongly as needs throughout 
the Innovate4Cities 2021 conference. This initial section 
in this Findings report is a new addition to the research 
and action agenda. It is an important framing from 
which to view the new and updated research gaps 
identified during Innovate4Cities 2021 to support urgent 
and widespread uptake of climate change mitigation 
and adaptation actions, and important factors to 
consider in filling many of these gaps. 

Figure 1: Changes in Mindset and Tools and Processes to catalyse action and implementation. 
Designed by Barbara Summers

CATALYSING ACTION AND IMPLEMENTATION
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The second section focuses on the new and emerging research gaps for the topical areas and cross-cutting 
issues identified in the Global Research and Action and Agenda and the Innovate4Cities process, including the 
addition of a new topical research area on History and Cultural Heritage (see Figure 2).

The research gaps identified within each topical and cross-cutting issue reflect a wide array of challenges 
and efforts in addressing climate change that face the diversity of stakeholders in cities across the world. 
The research gaps also demonstrate the synergies and interconnectedness of many of these problems and 
solutions. The full list of new research gaps, with their synergies to other topical and cross-cutting issues as 
well as the gaps identified under these topics in the Global and Research Action Agenda for Cities and Climate 
Change are provided in Section 2 of the report.

The final section is another new addition which covers the regional insights on the topical and cross-cutting 
areas to highlight how research and implementation gaps vary with regional and local context across the ten 
regions of Latin America and the Caribbean, European Union and Western Europe, South Asia, North America, 
Africa, Southeast Asia, East Asia, Oceania, Middle East and West Asia, Eastern Europe and Central Asia.

RESEARCH GAPS: TOPICAL RESEARCH AREAS AND CROSS 
CUTTING ISSUES

Figure 2: Updated Topical Research Areas and Cross cutting themes (inner ring), Topical themes (middle ring) and Delivery 
Approaches (outer ring). Modified from original GRAA graphic design by Amanali Cornejo V,  

World Climate Research Programme (2019).  
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The world continues to experience rapid urbanisation. 
According to the most recent UN estimates 
approximately 55% of the world’s 7.9 billion inhabitants 
lived in cities and their extended urbanised regions in 
2018 (UN DESA, 2019). By the year 2050, it is projected 
that more than two-thirds of the population will live in 
these places and much of the population growth over 
the next 30 years will occur in cities (predominantly 
those of the Global South). As a well-recognized global 
mega-trend, it has become clear that cities and their 
expected growth represent both a significant challenge 
and opportunity for those focused on addressing the 
climate change crisis. Small and medium sized cities 
in the Global South, for example, have high levels of 
vulnerable populations and limited response capacity.  
At the same time, cities and their stakeholders and 
leaders have been well documented as being very 
innovative with respect to climate change adaptation 
and mitigation. It is in this multi-faceted and dynamic 
context that cities and their residents emerge as 
important actors in the global climate change response. 

After a proposal for a Special Report was put forward 
by the government of South Africa during the 6th 
assessment cycle (AR6), at the 43rd Session of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in 
2016, the IPCC committed to a Special Report on Climate 
Change and Cities as part of the 7th assessment cycle. 
To stimulate knowledge exchange, and the production 
of evidence-based reports and peer-reviewed 
publications on cities and climate change, at its 44th 
meeting, the IPCC approved a co-sponsorship proposal 
for an international Cities and Climate Change Science 
conference, to be held in 2018. The Cities and Climate 
Change Science conference was subsequently held in 
Edmonton, Canada in March 2018.  

The 2018 Cities and Climate Change Science 
conference initiated a process of engagement between 
urban policymakers, urban practitioners, researchers 
and other societal actors involved in ensuring a safe 
transition to sustainable urban societies in the face of 
human-induced climate change. These groups came 
together to map and evaluate the state of research 
and progress on the intersection of cities and climate 
change with an emphasis on research needs for 
increased action. The primary output of this conference 
was the Global Research and Action Agenda on Cities 
and Climate Change Science (GRAA)(World Climate 

Research Programme, 2019), which identified four cross 
cutting areas and six topical areas where research and 
knowledge were needed.

In the months following the conference, the Global 
Covenant of Mayors for Climate and Energy (GCoM) 
launched the Innovate4Cities initiative to support and 
expand the research and action called for within the 
2018 Cities and Climate Change Science conference’s 
GRAA. The Innovate4Cities initiative looks to define and 
address cities’ knowledge and innovation opportunities 
and create partnerships between the scientific and 
academic community, businesses, and governments 
to overcome the challenges local governments face 
between their publicly reported ambition and full-scale 
implementation. 

The first Innovate4Cities conference (Innovate4Cities 
2021) was held virtually in October 2021 by GCoM and 
United Nations Human Settlement Programme (UN-
Habitat), and co-sponsored by the IPCC, bringing 
together representatives from academia, the private 
sector, NGOs, local governments, national governments, 
city networks, youth, international organisations and 
other stakeholders engaged in addressing climate 
change in cities. Building on the 2018 Cities and Climate 
Change Science conference and the resultant Global 
Research and Action Agenda for Cities and Climate 
Change Science, the Innovate4Cities 2021 conference 
was centred on the nexus between science, practice 
and innovation vital to realizing ambitious climate 
change action in cities across the globe. The conference 
also examined local challenges and priorities, with a 
strong focus on local and regional priorities and voices, 
emphasised through the inclusion of a dedicated 
group of regional meeting curators spanning the 
globe. The recognition of the need for innovation at the 
city level to support the shift from business-as-usual 
and to overcome the challenges of incumbent/path 
dependent modes of production and consumption, 
and governance and policy making is important to take 
the research and action which began after the 2018 
conference further. The Innovate4Cities 2021 conference 
was also an important stocktaking of progress in the 
production of evidence-based reports and peer-
reviewed publications on cities and climate change 
which has occurred since the 2018 Cities and Climate 
Change Science conference, and which could be 

CONTEXT AND PURPOSE 
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