
Version 1.0

Guiding
Principles for

Climate
City

Planning
Action



Guiding Principles for City Climate Action Planning

First published in Nairobi in 2015 by UN-Habitat
Copyright © United Nations Human Settlements Programme 2015
Reprinted with minor changes in layout and design. April 2016

All rights reserved
United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat)
P. O. Box 30030, 00100 Nairobi GPO KENYA
Tel: 254-020-7623120 (Central Office)
www.unhabitat.org

HS Number: HS/086/15E

Disclaimer 
The designations employed and the presentation of the material in this publication do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the 
part of the Secretariat of the United Nations concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning 
the delimitation of its frontiers of boundaries. Views expressed in this publication do not necessarily reflect those of the United Nations Human 
Settlements Programme, Cities Alliance, the United Nations, or its Member States.

Excerpts may be reproduced without authorization, on condition that the source is indicated.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Coordinator - Urban Planning and Design Branch
Raf Tuts United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat)

Coordinator - Guiding Principles for City Climate Action Planning 
Robert Kehew United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat)

Drafting Committee 
Alexander Aylett Institut National de la Recherche Scientifique (INRS-UCS)
Michael Boswell California Polytechnic State University
Harriet Bulkeley Durham University
Juliette Daniels CDP and London Climate Change Partnership
Wee Kean Fong World Resources Institute (WRI)
Robert Kehew United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat)
Cécile Martin-Phipps  Agence de l'Environnement et de la Maîtrise de l'Énergie (ADEME)
Xiaomei Tan Global Environment Facility (GEF)

Contributors
Culley Thomas – AECOM Technology Corporation (AECOM); William Anderson, Jeffrey Soule – American Planning Association (APA); 
Ragnhild Hammer – Arendal Commune; Lene Conradi, Edvard Olai Brekke Værland – Asker Municipality; Amanda Eichel – Bloomberg 
Philanthropies; Tim Pryce – Carbon Trust; Gian Nicola Loi, Omar Siddique – Cities Alliance; Michael Doust, Seth Schulz, Kathryn Vines 
– Cities Climate Leadership Group (C40); Joy Bailey, Vemuri Sasank – Cities Development Initiative for Asia (CDIA); René Sommer Lindsay 
– City of Copenhagen; Verónica Arias – City of Quito; Woo Soo Kim – City of Seoul; David Uushona – City of Walvis Bay; Tetsuya Nakajima 
– City of Yokohama; Yekbun Gurgoz, Helena Molin Valdés - Climate and Clean Air Coalition (CCAC); Batu Uprety – Climate Change Council 



of Nepal; Radley Horton – Columbia University; Cynthia Rosenzweig – Columbia University / NASA; John Ingram – EcoPlan International, 
Inc.; Sean O'Donoghue, Debra Roberts – eThekwini Municipality; Birgit Georgi – European Environment Agency (EEA); Hervé Breton, 
Matthieu Robin – French Development Agency (AFD); Mathilde Gauthier, Cécile Gracy, Philippe Masset, Jean-Pierre Tabet, Eric Vesine, 
Nicolas Vallée – French Environment and Energy Management Agency (ADEME); Véronique Massenet – French Ministry of Ecology, Sustainable 
Development and Energy; Felipe Nunes – Fundação Estadual do Meio Ambiente do Minas Gerais in Brazil (FEAM/MG); Katrin Eisenbeiss, Sarah 
Schneider – German Agency for International Cooperation (GIZ); Chizuru Aoki – Global Environment Facility (GEF); Katharina Schneider-
Roos – Global Infrastructure Basel (GIB); Marc Weiss – Global Urban Development; Jasper Hugtenburg – H+N+S Landscape Architecture; 
Stelios Grafakos – Institute for Housing and Development Studies (IHS); David Maleki, David Wilk – Inter-American Development Bank 
(IADB) Emerging and Sustainable Cities Initiative (ESCI); Sarah Colenbrander – International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED); 
Naoki Mori, Ichiro Sato, Tomonori Sudo – Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA); Earl Kessler; Maryke van Staden – ICLEI Local 
Governments for Sustainability (ICLEI); Shuaib Lwasa – Makerere University; Tammy Seale – Michael Baker International; Marianne Gjørn, 
Tønnessen Ingebjørg – Ministry of Climate and Environment of Norway; Marit Viktoria Pettersen – Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Norway; 
Brigitte Bariol-Mathais – Network of the French Urban Planning Public Agencies (FNAU); Signe Nyhuus – Oslo Kommune; Boris Hocks – 
Posad Labs; Rutger de Graaf – Research Centre Sustainable Solutions (RDM); Dr. Rose Bailey – Ricardo Energy & Environment (Ricardo AEA); 
Miguel Rodríguez Tejerina – SASA-Servicios Ambientales S.A.; Sandiswa Tshaka – South African Cities Network; Pete Erickson, Richard J.T. 
Klein – Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI); Libby Ferguson – The Climate Group; Diana Reckien, Richard Sliuzas – Twente University; 
Natalene Poisson – United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG); Keith Alverson, Stuart Crane, Barney Dickson, Nancy Soi, Djaheezah 
Subratty – United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP); Kerry Constabile – United Nations Executive Office of the Secretary-General; 
Faderr Johm, Cerin Kizhakkethottam, John Alexander Maxwell, Marcus Mayr, Maria Adelaida Antonette Mias-Cea, Raf Tuts – United 
Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat); Glenn Dolcemascolo – United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR); 
Dr. Sirkku Juhola – University of Helsinki; Steve Hammer, Claire Markgraf – World Bank; Pankaj Bhatia, Holger Dalkmann, Ayesha 
Dinshaw, Xiaoqian Jiang, Alex Kovac, Brittany Lane, Julia Martinez, Laura M. Valeri – World Resources Institute (WRI); Dana Boyer, 
Joshua Sperling, Alisa Zomer – Yale University on Cities and Climate

Donor Support
Development of the Guiding Principles for City Climate Action Planning were generously supported by the Government of Norway (under 
the Cities and Climate Change Initiative), and Cities Alliance (under the World Bank/UNEP/UN-Habitat Cities and Climate Change Joint Work 
Programme).

Supporters 
Oana Baloi
Faderr Johm
John Alexander Maxwell

Publication Coordinator/Editor 
Cerin Kizhakkethottam

Design and Layout
Fredrick Matairia
Austin Ogola

Editor
Tom Osanjo

Printer 
UNON, Publishing Service Section, Nairobi
ISO 14001:2004-certified





French Environment &

Energy Management Agency

Endorsing Partners

Guiding
Principles for

Climate
City

Planning
Action



Guiding Principles for City Climate Action Planningiv

FOREWORDS ...............................................................................................................................................................vi

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY .................................................................................................................................................x

PREFACE  ....................................................................................................................................................................xii

1. INTRODUCTION .......................................................................................................................................... 01

1.1  Cities and climate action planning ............................................................................................................................01

1.2  Guiding Principles .....................................................................................................................................................01

1.3   Who should use the Guiding Principles? ...................................................................................................................04

2. ORGANIZATION AND PARTICIPATION ......................................................................................................... 05

2.1   Building government capacity and support ...............................................................................................................05

2.2  Involving the public ...................................................................................................................................................06

2.3   Engaging with key groups of stakeholders ................................................................................................................08

3. PLANNING PROCESS .................................................................................................................................. 09

3.1   Baseline inventories and assessments .......................................................................................................................09

3.2   Goals, synergies, and integration...............................................................................................................................11

3.3   Ongoing planning and evaluation .............................................................................................................................11

4. STRATEGIES AND ACTIONS ......................................................................................................................... 13

4.1   Defining action ..........................................................................................................................................................13

4.2   Selecting actions/begining to shape a strategy .........................................................................................................16

4.3   Programming climate actions over time ....................................................................................................................16

4.4   The resulting climate action plan ..............................................................................................................................19

4.5   Implementing and financing city climate action plans ..............................................................................................19

5.  CONCLUSIONS ............................................................................................................................................ 21

ANNEX:  OTHER RESOURCES .................................................................................................................................... 22

TABLE OF CONTENTS



Guiding Principles for City Climate Action Planning v

CASE STUDIES

Case Study 1:  Thermally-efficient low-income housing in Cape Town, South Africa ...................................................... 02

Case Study 2:  Climate change adaptation planning in Quito, Ecuador .......................................................................... 07

Case Study 3:  Oslo – The electric vehicle capital of the world, Norway ......................................................................... 12

Case Study 4:  Jiangxi Xinyu Kongmu River Flood Control 

 and Environmental Management Project in Xinyu City, China ................................................................ 15

Case Study 5:  Adaptation planning in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam ................................................................................. 18

FIGURES

Figure 1:  Typical climate action planning process .................................................................................................. 10

Figure 2:  Examples of climate actions for cities ..................................................................................................... 14

Figure 3:  Approaches to governing climate action in cities .................................................................................... 17

Figure 4:  Typical contents of a stand-alone, city-level climate action plan ............................................................. 20



Guiding Principles for City Climate Action Planningvi

Cities stand in the front lines of the global battle to curtail 

greenhouse gas emissions and build resilience to the impacts 

of climate change. 

Planning provides a fundamental tool for local authorities 

to use when addressing such challenges. That is because 

comprehensive and coordinated action is essential for 

truly transformative action. To yield their greatest benefits, 

improvements in public transport, for example, must 

Dr. Joan Clos
Under-Secretary-General of the United Nations

Executive Director of UN-Habitat

FOREWORD

be accompanied by land use regulations that promote 

compact and transit-oriented development. That is to say 

sectoral actions alone are not sufficient. Hence the need 

for integrated climate action planning at the city level.

The present “Guiding Principles for City Climate Action 

Planning” represent the result of a year-long process to 

distil lessons from a wide range of partners and stakeholders 

as to what provides for effective city-level climate action 

planning. Let me take this opportunity to thank partners 

for their many contributions. Along the way of developing 

these Guiding Principles, we hope that this process has 

yielded an important byproduct: a step in the maturation 

of a ‘community of practice’ in the area of city climate 

action planning.
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Climate change poses a serious threat to humanity and our 

environment. Considering that a significant majority of greenhouse 

gases released into our atmosphere come from cities, and that 

human settlements in all parts of the world are already impacted 

by this global challenge, this is where the problem and solution 

is at hand. Local governments have a key role to play here – by 

planning, guiding, and managing emissions reduction in their 

communities, but also by developing sustainable and innovative 

solutions that address adaptation and enhanced resilience to a 

changing climate. This role requires leadership, foresight and 

determination.

I am ICLEI President and at the same time Mayor of Seoul, Republic 

of Korea. Our nation has undergone rapid industrialization and 

urbanization over the past decades. Seoul, the capital of Korea has 

enjoyed the benefits of the development but at the same time, 

we are facing challenges caused by climate change. However, we 

can transform Seoul into a global environmental city, just like the 

development that we have achieved in the past. 

Seoul has moved proactively to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. As 

a result, we have seen a decline in greenhouse gas emissions since 

2011. We will continue our diligent efforts by implementing Low 

Carbon Green Growth Plan and Action Plans for Promise of Seoul: 

Taking Actions Against Climate Change. In particular, we launched 

the One Less Nuclear Power Plant project in 2012 together with the 

citizens. Seoul, a megacity with more than 10 million people, has 

joined efforts with its citizens to develop new environmental policies 

to address energy crisis and tackle climate change. As a result, six 

months prior to our target date, we have successfully reduced 2 

million tonnes of oil equivalent (TOE) of energy, which is equivalent 

to the amount of energy generated by 1 nuclear power plant. 

Now, Seoul is moving again to implement Phase 2 of the One Less 

Nuclear Power Plant project. We will continue our effort to make a 

sustainable Earth, and a sustainable city. 

If we dream together, the dream becomes a reality. If we walk 

together, it becomes our path. The Guiding Principles for City 

Climate Action Planning will show us the directions that we need 

to take to protect our planet, Earth.

Wishing you a successful journey!

Park Won Soon
Mayor of Seoul and President of ICLEI 

Local Governments for Sustainability

FOREWORD
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By 2050 more than 2 billion additional people will be living in 

cities, an increase of over 50% compared to today. In a rapidly 

urbanizing world, how we design and build the cities of the future 

will be critical for global sustainable development. Compact, 

resilient, inclusive and resource-efficient cities can become drivers 

of sustainable development and economic growth, contributing 

to both local livability and global public goods. 

City leaders are at the forefront of the global movement towards 

low-carbon development. As the CEO of the Global Environment 

Facility (GEF) I am extremely excited about being able to support 

city-led initiatives to enhance the focus on sustainability in city 

planning, and to help build a platform for city leaders to share 

knowledge, experiences, and best practices among each other. 

The GEF’s new $1.5 billion flagship programme on sustainable 

cities aims to do exactly that, by focusing initially in 23 cities in 

11 countries.

The Guiding Principles for City Climate Action Planning contained 

in this publication give guidance and impetus to city leaders 

and city planners to help achieve the global 2-degree target. 

The guidelines provides strategic insights and new ideas, and 

are backed by a community of practice to help cities address 

climate change while meeting their other long-term goals such 

as socio-economic development and environmental protection. 

The development of the Guiding Principles was built on strong 

inter-agency collaboration and multi-stakeholder consultation, 

which will help to generate ownership of actions, encourage 

cross-sectoral partnership, and spark complementary action. 

I join the drafting committee in their conviction that cities are the 

key to climate solution, and that the foundation for low-emission 

cities must be laid today. 

Naoko Ishii
CEO and Chairperson,

the Global Environment Facility

FOREWORD
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Andrew Steer
President of World Resources Institute 

Cities are a major cause of climate change and are the most 

threatened by it. Cities occupy just two percent of land but 

account for up to 70 percent of all energy-related carbon dioxide 

emissions. Many cities are also deeply vulnerable to the effects of 

climate change, with coastal flooding threatening the well-being 

of countless communities. 

Action at the city level is therefore critical for strengthening 

resilience and tackling the challenge of climate change. With more 

than 60 percent of the land projected to become urban by 2030 

yet to be developed, how we approach that development will 

have a significant impact on our cities in the future. By focusing 

on creating compact, connected, and coordinated cities now, 

we can mitigate global emissions, spur economic growth, and 

improve quality of life for millions of people worldwide.

A growing number of city leaders have been showing genuine 

leadership on climate change, taking action independently of 

national governments to address the pressing needs of their 

citizens. To expand their capacity to take on the challenge of climate 

change, cities are joining forums that encourage collaboration 

between multiple levels of government, business, and civil society. 

Hundreds of cities worldwide have joined the Compact of Mayors, 

pledging their commitment to measure emissions, set stronger 

targets and take action. This past September, the UN General 

Assembly adopted the sustainable development goals (SDGs), 

which specifically included a call to make cities more “inclusive, 

safe, resilient and sustainable.” 

Many city leaders are learning that climate action produces a 

wide variety of benefits for people, from boosting the local 

economy to reducing air pollution. However, many cities are also 

encountering complex challenges, as they lack the knowledge of 

how to approach climate planning in a way that is integrated, 

systematic, and inclusive. Conventional urban planning practices 

are not up to the task. Some countries, subnational governments, 

and organizations have produced detailed guides to help cities 

plan, implement, and monitor climate actions. But cities are unique 

and have diverse needs. They often don’t know how best to use 

the guides available to them. Most cities are learning by doing.

Guiding Principles for City Climate Action Planning fills that gap. 

Outlining international practices within a framework for decision 

making, the document will be a go-to place for cities to identify 

the steps they need to take and tap into shared knowledge. 

Through the leadership of UN-Habitat, Guiding Principles was 

developed by a range of organizations who partnered together 

to contribute their unique insights and expertise. Collaboration 

like this is essential to bringing cities together to create change 

on the ground. 

Cities and urban leaders around the world should use these 

Guiding Principles as the basis for climate action planning. Local 

action is the key to global change. 

FOREWORD
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The Guiding Principles for City Climate Action Planning 

reviews typical steps in the city-level climate action planning 

process in light of a proposed set of globally applicable 

principles. These principles, shown below, developed 

through a robust and open multi-stakeholder process, 

support local officials, planners and stakeholders in 

climate action planning1. Such plans aim to help cities to 

reduce greenhouse gas emissions and adopt low emission 

development trajectories, as well as adapt to the impacts 

of climate change and build local climate resilience.

These Guiding Principles are intended to be applied flexibly, 

together with more detailed ‘how to’ manuals, to help 

cities more effectively play their role in reducing greenhouse 

gas emissions and building climate resilience.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1 The present document uses an inclusive definition of the ‘city’ that includes actors at the community, town, municipal, and metropolitan levels.

Ambitious

Setting goals and 
implementing actions that 
evolve iteratively towards 

an ambitious vision

Inclusive Fair Comprehensive and integrated 

Involving multiple city government 
departments, stakeholders and 
communities (with particular 

attention to marginalized groups), 
in all phases of planning and 

implementation

Seeking solutions that 
equitably address the risks of 
climate change and share the 
costs and bene�ts of action 

across the city

Coherently undertaking adaptation 
and mitigation actions across a range 
of sectors within the city, as well as 

supporting broader regional initiatives 
and the realization of priorities of 
higher levels of government when 

possible and appropriate

Delivering local bene�ts 
and supporting local 

development priorities

Proposing cost-effective actions 
that can realistically be 

implemented by the actors 
involved, given local mandates, 

�nances, and capacities

Re�ecting scienti�c knowledge and 
local understanding, and using 

assessments of vulnerability and 
emissions and other empirical 

inputs to inform decision-making

Following an open decision-making 
process, and setting goals that can 

be measured, reported, independent-
ly veri�ed, and evaluated

Relevant Actionable Evidence-based Transparent and verifiable

Guiding Principles for City Climate Action Planning

City climate action planning should be:
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Les Principes directeurs pour les plans d’action urbains 

sur le climat passent en revue les étapes typiques d’un 

plan d’action sur le climat destiné aux villes, à la lumière 

d’une série de principes qui seraient applicables à l’échelle 

mondiale2. Formulés au terme d’un processus ouvert et 

rigoureux ayant impliqué de nombreux intervenants, 

ces principes visent à soutenir les représentants, les 

planificateurs et les intervenants locaux dans la mise 

en œuvre de plans d’action en matière de climat. Ces 

plans visent la réduction des émissions de gaz à effet 

de serre et l’adoption de trajectoires de développement 

à faibles émissions, ainsi que l’adaptation aux impacts 

des changements climatiques et la mise en place d’une 

résilience climatique à l’échelle locale.

Ces Principes directeurs sont conçus pour être appliqués 

avec souplesse, conjointement à l’emploi de guides 

pratiques plus détaillés, dans le but d’aider les villes à 

jouer leur rôle de manière plus efficace dans les efforts 

de réduction des émissions de gaz à effet de serre et la 

mise en place d’une résilience climatique.

RÉSUMÉ

2 Le présent document utilise une définition inclusive de la « ville » qui comprend les intervenants à l’échelle des collectivités, des villes, des munipalités et des zones métropolitaines.

Ambitieux

Établir des objectifs et 
mettre en œuvre des 
actions permettant 

d’évoluer par itération vers 
une vision ambitieuse.

Inclusif Juste Complet et intégré

Impliquer les services du 
gouvernement municipal, les 

intervenants et les collectivités 
(avec une attention particulière aux 
groupes marginalisés) à toutes les 
étapes de la plani�cation et de la 

mise en œuvre.

Chercher des moyens de gérer les 
risques inhérents aux changements 
climatiques et partager les coûts et 

les béné�ces des actions de 
manière équitable à travers la ville.

Lancer des mesures d’adaptation et 

d’atténuation de manière cohérente 

dans divers secteurs de la ville, tout en 

soutenant les initiatives plus ambitieuses 

à l’échelle régionale ainsi que la mise en 

œuvre des priorités des paliers 

supérieurs de gouvernement lorsque cela 

est possible et applicable.

Apporter des bienfaits au 
niveau local et soutenir les 

priorités locales de 
développement.

Proposer des actions rentables et 
réalistes qui doivent être 

réalisables par les intervenants 
impliqués en tenant compte des 

mandats, des �nances et des 
capacités au niveau local.

Re�éter le savoir scienti�que et la 
compréhension du milieu local, et 
baser la prise de décisions sur une 
évaluation de la vulnérabilité et des 

émissions, ainsi que sur d’autres 
données empiriques.

Adopter un processus décisionnel 
ouvert et �xer des objectifs pouvant 

être mesurés, véri�és de façon 
indépendante et évalués.

Pertinent Réalisable Basé sur des données Transparent et véri�able

Principes directeurs pour les plans d’action urbains sur le climat

Un plan d’action urbain sur le climat devrait être:
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1. It is now clear that cities are at the forefront of 

urgently needed global action on climate change. They 

are playing a critical role in global efforts to bring down 

greenhouse gas emissions, while also reducing the vul-

nerabilities of people and assets and adapting to the im-

pacts of a changing climate. As local officials and stake-

holders move forward with these efforts, these Guiding 

Principles for City Climate Action Planning provide an 

international benchmark for city-level climate action 

planning3. Based on international best practices, these 

Guiding Principles offer principles applied to the typical 

steps in this planning process. As such, the publication 

provides a framework that cities can use, together with 

more detailed ‘how-to’ manuals, in order to more effec-

tively play their role in reducing greenhouse gas emis-

sions and building climate resilience.

2. The Guiding Principles were developed through 

a robust, open, and transparent multi-stakeholder 

process. This included in-person meetings and work-

shops with stakeholders and experts, as well as a wider 

consultation with partners and a peer review process. 

This process has involved cities, city networks, nation-

al governments, development agencies, multilateral 

and bilateral financial institutions, non-governmental 

organizations, universities and research institutions, 

consultants, and United Nations agencies and bodies 

(please see Acknowledgements and Endorsements). 

The Guiding Principles are also grounded in the existing 

scientific consensus about climate change, as well as 

current research findings on what constitutes effective 

climate action planning at the city level. Links to core 

documents referred to during preparation of the pres-

ent Guidelines, as well as more detailed manuals and 

other resource materials, are provided through a web-

page introduced in Annex. 

3. Finally the present document is designated as ‘Ver-

sion 1.0’, as a sign that, as knowledge accumulates and 

a community of practice continues to mature, partners 

intend to update these Guiding Principles for City Cli-

mate Action Planning to reflect new findings. 

PREFACE

3 The present document uses an inclusive definition of the “city’ that includes actors at the community, town, municipal, and metropolitan levels.
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1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Cities and climate action planning
4. Cities are playing a vital role in the global response 

to climate change by curbing their greenhouse gas emis-

sions and adapting to the effects of a changing climate. 

Local governments are central to these efforts. They lead 

climate action by framing strategies and programmes, 

integrating such actions into ongoing urban develop-

ment, and forging the partnerships necessary for effec-

tive climate responses. 

5. Cities are making steps towards achieving their 

visions for socio-economic development while addressing 

the climate challenge. Yet achieving such outcomes can 

be demanding. Climate action planning provides city 

governments and their partners with strategic direction, 

new ideas, tools, and a community of practice to address 

climate change while meeting other long-term goals 

such as socio-economic development and environmental 

protection.

6. These Guiding Principles for City Climate Action 

Planning provide city governments and their partners 

with the fundamental principles and framework neces-

sary to realize their potential and to contribute to this 

global effort. They support planning that aims to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions and adopt low emission devel-

opment trajectories (mitigation), as well as adapt to the 

impacts of climate change (adaptation) and build local 

climate resilience. They are based on an inclusive defini-

tion of the “city” that includes actors at the community, 

town, municipal, and metropolitan levels.

1.2 Guiding Principles
7. Many ‘how to’ guides exist for accompanying cities 

through specific individual stages of climate action planning. 

To complement those resources4, the present Guiding Princi-

ples for City Climate Action Planning propose a set of globally 

applicable principles that can serve as a common benchmark 

for cities as they undertake climate action planning (See p.4). 

4 For such resources as well as other relevant research and materials, see Annex.
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8. First among these principles is a call for cities to 

be ambitious in their climate action planning. Climate 

action planning should reflect the urgency and scale of 

the climate challenge. To help avoid catastrophic levels 

of global warming, local mitigation targets should con-

tribute to the global emission reduction target and corre-

sponding national commitments. (Some cities aim to ex-

ceed their proportionate share.) Likewise when building 

resilience local stakeholders and decision-makers should 

bear in mind that a changing climate will lead to changes 

in weather patterns, and can result in unprecedentedly 

extreme weather events and other impacts; they should 

research the impacts of such changes that are expected 

locally and plan accordingly. These Guiding Principles are 

designed to support city governments and their partners 

in undertaking this critically important work.

The Kuyasa Clean Development Mechanism Pilot Project, launched in 2008 and completed in 2010, retrofitted 2,309 
low-cost homes with solar water heaters, insulated ceilings and energy efficient lighting in Khayelitsha Township, 
Cape Town. In addition to providing warmer homes and hot water, the project was designed to prevent the emission 
of about 6,580 tonnes of CO2 per year. Between 2009 and 2012 the project succeeded in reducing emissions by 
about 10,527 tonnes of CO2.

The project is identified in ‘Cape Town’s Action Plan for Energy and Climate Change’ (2011) as a mechanism for 
delivering energy efficient low income housing. More specifically, the project is helping the city to achieve Objective 
7 of this Strategy – “improve the resilience of vulnerable communities”. This emissions reduction project is seen 
as also helping to build community resilience by lowering families’ monthly power bills, improving the living 
environment, and bettering indoor air quality, resulting in important health co-benefits.

Street scene in Kuyasa, Cape Town. Residents who participated in the project reported being satisfied with the 
improvements which included a solar water heater and insulation. © Atmosfair

Thermally-efficient low-income housing in Cape Town, South Africa 
(Population: 3.75 million, 2014) Case Study 1: 
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9. The present document examines important compo-

nents of city-level climate action planning in light of these 

principles. These Guiding Principles can be applied to orga-

nization and participation (Section 2), the overall planning 

process (Section 3) and strategies and actions (Section 4). 

10. Taken as a whole, the present document offers 

a framework that includes planning, implementation, 

monitoring, reporting, evaluation, and improvement. 

City officials can apply these Guiding Principles togeth-

er with more specific tools and guides (see Annex) as 

they devise coherent strategies tailored to local circum-

stances. The Guiding Principles thus are intended to be 

applied flexibly on the basis of local context and judg-

ment. Some cities are developing stand-alone, multi-sec-

toral plans focused specifically on climate change, while 

others are mainstreaming climate change into on-going 

public planning processes. The present Guiding Princi-

ples supports both approaches to city-level climate ac-

tion planning. 

11. This framework draws from the work of an emerg-

ing global community of practice, and synthesizes over 

two decades of accumulated expertise. 

Ambitious

Setting goals and 
implementing actions that 
evolve iteratively towards 

an ambitious vision

Inclusive Fair Comprehensive and integrated 

Involving multiple city government 
departments, stakeholders and 
communities (with particular 

attention to marginalized groups), 
in all phases of planning and 

implementation

Seeking solutions that 
equitably address the risks of 
climate change and share the 
costs and bene�ts of action 

across the city

Coherently undertaking adaptation 
and mitigation actions across a range 
of sectors within the city, as well as 

supporting broader regional initiatives 
and the realization of priorities of 
higher levels of government when 

possible and appropriate

Delivering local bene�ts 
and supporting local 

development priorities

Proposing cost-effective actions 
that can realistically be 

implemented by the actors 
involved, given local mandates, 

�nances, and capacities

Re�ecting scienti�c knowledge and 
local understanding, and using 

assessments of vulnerability and 
emissions and other empirical 

inputs to inform decision-making

Following an open decision-making 
process, and setting goals that can 

be measured, reported, independent-
ly veri�ed, and evaluated

Relevant Actionable Evidence-based Transparent and verifiable

Guiding Principles for City Climate Action Planning

City climate action planning should be:
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1.3 Who should use the Guiding 
Principles?

12. The Guiding Principles are aimed primarily at 

city-level actors. They provide a common reference 

point for local officials and local planning practi-

tioners, as well as other local stakeholders in cities 

around the world. 

13. National and subnational (e.g., state, provin-

cial) governments that are developing or revising policy 

frameworks that govern climate change, urban develop-

ment, and local planning processes are encouraged to 

use the Guiding Principles in order to provide a consis-

tent and effective approach. While respecting existing 

mandates and levels of autonomy, supportive forms of 

multilevel governance can empower local actors while 

providing for the coordination of action at all levels of 

government, as well as the integration and reporting of 

local results into regional and national-level reporting. 

International initiatives and programmes that sup-

port city climate action planning are urged to use and 

reference the Guiding Principles in their work. 

Partners discussing city-level climate action planning at an Expert Group Meeting in Oslo, March 2015 © UN-Habitat
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2 ORGANIZATION
AND PARTICIPATION

14. Climate change action planning is often, but not 

only, led by city governments. Effective climate action 

planning inclusively engages multiple agencies, eco-

nomic actors and community stakeholders. Such pro-

cesses encompass a broad array of perspectives and in-

terests, both within the city government and the larger 

community. This helps to ensure that the plan is rele-

vant, meeting a range of community goals with broad-

based support for implementation. Inclusive stakeholder 

engagement can also generate ownership, encourage 

cross-sectoral collaboration, spark complementary ac-

tion, increase awareness, and build capacity. 

15. Climate action planning needs vigorous leadership 

to succeed. In some city governments a strong endorse-

ment from the mayor is essential to catalysing action, 

while others benefit from active engagement from se-

nior management – in other words a “champion”. 

Support from key private sector and non-governmental 

stakeholders can be vital. ‘Bottom-up’ leadership from 

proactive civil society groups can also galvanize city-scale 

climate action.

2.1  Building government capacity 
and support

16. Addressing climate change is a complex chal-

lenge that requires involvement from multiple city 

government departments or agencies. It also requires 

building political support for action. Neither adapta-

tion nor mitigation fit neatly into the traditional silos 

that structure city governments. To be effective, climate 

change planning requires a comprehensive and in-

tegrated cross-sectoral approach, with actors working 
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across administrative boundaries. Within a city govern-

ment, strong climate action plans tend to be developed 

by cross-departmental teams that are empowered to 

coordinate. Alternatively, more centralized teams can 

conduct consultations to ensure all key departments 

and agencies can provide input into the plan and ex-

perience a sense of ownership over the final product. 

This process can also encourage multiple agencies to in-

tegrate adaptation and mitigation objectives into their 

own plans, and help pave the way for innovative and 

constructive partnerships during implementation. 

17. Climate change is a relatively new challenge for 

many cities, and thus is one that involves on-going learn-

ing. This requires sensitizing and building the capacity of 

city elected and appointed officials who are champion-

ing, preparing, implementing, and monitoring the plan. 

Engaging outside specialists to furnish specific inputs 

while building local capacity may be helpful. Participa-

tion in regional, national, and international networks of 

cities that promote climate action can facilitate learning, 

peer-to-peer sharing, and access to tools and resources. 

Network membership also offers solidarity, encourages 

more ambitious action, and confers recognition upon 

local achievements. 

2.2  Involving the public 
18. Public participation is a vital part of city climate ac-

tion planning. It engages and empowers various constit-

uencies including those that are most affected by climate 

change impacts, as well as those particularly well placed 

to contribute to climate actions. Meaningful participa-

tion is inclusive of broad community perspectives and 

interests, including accounting for difference in terms of 

gender, age and income, and including those popula-

tions who are frequently marginalized, in order to ensure 

fair decision-making. 

“The public has got to, 
effectively, be the plan, because 
without them living the plan it 
won’t go anywhere.”

Sean O’Donoghue, Manager, Climate Protection Branch, 
Environmental Planning and Climate Protection Department, 
eThekwini Municipality, South Africa

19. Effective participation has different components. 

On the one hand it equips participants with the informa-

tion and access to policy-makers needed to be involved 

in a meaningful way, with influence on decision-making 

and a role in implementation. At the same time participa-

tory processes capture relevant local knowledge and en-

sure that it is reflected in decisions. Public participation is 

an on-going process: it starts with consultation at or near 

the beginning of the process, and continues through the 

various stages of implementation, monitoring, and evalu-

ation (see Figure 1). Participation can take various forms, 

from formal consultations, outreach, and education pro-

grammes, to individual actions, to civil-society campaigns 

designed to achieve ambitious community goals.

20. The goals for public participation should be 

agreed upon at the start of the city climate action plan-

ning process. These goals and plans set out who should 

participate and how their participation will impact the 

process, e.g., by informing, consulting, involving, col-

laborating, or empowering. Goals and plans should be 

adapted as new stakeholders are identified that need to 

be involved and better means of engagement are iden-

tified. The process of participation should be monitored 

in a transparent way, with feedback given to partici-

pants throughout the process. 
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Inadequate housing on a steep slope in Quito. © Agencia Pública de Noticias de Quito

Climate change adaptation planning in Quito, Ecuador 
(Population: 2.67 million, 2014)Case Study 2: 

Over the past several years the Municipality of Quito 
has progressively refined its set of climate actions, 
with a focus on building climate resilience. The 
municipality’s first concerted attempt at climate 
action planning came with its Climate Change 
Strategy, drafted in 2007 and 2008 and approved in 
October 2009. Then in 2010 Quito began developing 
its Climate Action Plan (2012-2016), which was 
approved in 2012.

Over time, the Municipality has established two 
institutional bodies to support effective decision-
making on and cross-departmental implementation 
of climate action. Firstly, Quito’s Inter-Institutional 
Climate Change Metropolitan Committee was 
created to help different departments interact with 
one another, and monitor and evaluate climate 
actions. The Committee, established in 2007 and 
composed of representatives of various municipal 
departments, was responsible for drafting Quito’s 
Climate Change Strategy. Secondly, in 2010, the 
municipality created the Quito Panel on Climate 

Change, with the aim of commissioning scientific 
studies by leading Ecuadorian experts and scientists 
to better understand the impacts of climate change 
in the city. The Panel was set up in acknowledgement 
of the importance of incorporating scientific expertise 
into decision making on climate action. 

The Quito Climate Action Plan recognizes that some of 
the most vulnerable locations in the city of Quito are on 
the slopes surrounding the core urban area. Over time 
some of these slopes have become at greater risk of 
landslides (especially during heavy rains) due to loss of 
vegetation cover as a result of urbanization pressures. 
Among the various risks that the city seeks to address 
under the Plan’s Strategic Area “Comprehensive 
management of climate risks”, are those associated 
with poor families living in inadequate housing on 
those slopes. Corresponding actions include the 
development of an integrated risk management 
system, a district risk management plan, and a 
programme to relocate families living in situations of 
high risk where the risks cannot be reduced. 
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2.3  Engaging with key groups of 
stakeholders 

21. Engaging stakeholders from the research domain, as 

well as from private sector, non-governmental and com-

munity organisations, is increasingly critical in the design 

and implementation of climate action planning. Those in-

volved in the research domain can contribute valuable ex-

pertise to the planning process, and act as ‘critical friends’ 

during evaluation, helping to ensure that it is transparent 

and verifiable. Businesses and business associations can 

provide unique inputs into the design and implementation 

of policies and measures that are relevant for key sectors 

of the local economy. Non-governmental and communi-

ty-based organizations can also have significant expertise 

to bring to bear in the development and implementation 

of climate change responses. Engaging with these stake-

holders can enable the participation of groups traditional-

ly excluded from the planning process, and also help en-

sure that the wider social and environmental benefits of 

addressing climate change are addressed in a fair way. All 

these actors are increasingly engaged in developing their 

own innovative climate responses, including by develop-

ing urban living laboratories, testing new forms of the 

green economy, innovating technically and economically, 

and promoting alternative forms of consumption. Such 

efforts can shape the vision and increase the ambition of 

city governments.

22. By providing co-ordination, training, tools, and oth-

er resources, city governments can help to stabilize and 

scale up such community-led initiatives. Similar forms of 

support can build capacity within local businesses (par-

ticularly in high emissions sectors such as industry, trans-

portation, petrochemicals, energy, and construction) to 

improve energy efficiency and otherwise update their 

practices. City governments can also support market 

transformation and help open up new areas of economic 

activity. Approaches may include public-private provision 

of climate friendly infrastructure, and the development 

of broader green economic development strategies. By 

recognizing the achievements of leaders and innovators 

in the broader community, city governments can help 

publicize and mainstream the adaptation and mitigation 

measures that they have pioneered. 

Expert Group Meeting on Guiding Principles for City Climate Action Planning, Bonn, June 2015 © UN-Habitat
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23. Figure 1 shows a typical city-level climate action 

planning process. While such a diagram is useful, we 

must also acknowledge its limitations. Firstly, planning 

processes vary from city to city. Moreover, city climate 

action planning should be flexible, dynamic and iterative, 

involving a constant back-and-forth between activities 

depending on each city’s circumstances. Finally, climate 

action planning is not an isolated process. Rather it is 

integrated with and directly linked to other socio-eco-

nomic, spatial, disaster risk reduction, and environmental 

planning processes, at the city level as well as at oth-

er levels of government, both regionally and national-

ly. Integrating climate action planning particularly into 

long term urban planning processes increases the ef-

fectiveness of urban responses to the climate challenge. 

Achieving such integration involves sharing information 

and knowledge across different sectors and stakehold-

ers, and promoting the inclusion of climate mitigation 

and adaptation goals, policies and initiatives into other 

relevant plans and policies.

24. Figure 1 reflects the importance of visioning, 

mustering political support, communicating, involving 

the public, and engaging stakeholders during the early 

stages of the planning process. After this basic platform 

for action is established, more focused mitigation and 

adaptation planning can commence. These processes 

can be intertwined, but are not identical. The Figure 

summarizes these processes, highlighting their common 

components and key differences, which are further 

discussed below.

3.1  Baseline inventories and 
assessments 

25. Effective mitigation and adaptation planning 

should be evidence-based: grounded in a scientific 

understanding of climate change when possible (given 

the constraints faced by cities in obtaining relevant data), 

and informed by local knowledge. In terms of mitigation, 

there is now an agreement on the metric to be used to 

3 PLANNING PROCESS
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Establish the overall vision for climate change mitigation and adaptation
Cities should consider the challenges faced and their capacity to address them. This will lay the foundation and determine the 
scope of climate action plans.

Secure political commitments to achieve their vision
Climate action planning needs strong leadership to succeed. In many cities a strong endorsement from the mayor and senior 
leadership is essential to catalysing action.

Develop a communications plan
Cities should have a coordinated strategy to engage with the target audience. A good communication plan includes outreach and 
participation processes during the planning stage, the release of the plan as well as the subsequent implementation of the plan.

Secure multi-stakeholder, cross-sectoral support
Effective planning requires a comprehensive and integrated cross-sectoral approach with actors working across administrative 
boundaries. Some cities may �nd support from key private sector and non-governmental stakeholders can be vital.

Develop a plan for implementation
Action plans should include suf�cient detail and clearly assign responsibilities so that they are actionable and can be implemented 
by the appropriate agencies and organizations to achieve the desired goals.

Identify and prioritize actions
Effective plans identify comprehensive and integrated actions spanning multiple sectors of urban development and involve action 
at multiple different scales. Actions are prioritized based on a transparent multi-criteria assessment in coordination with other city 
planning efforts and institutionalized within all municipal processes and functions.

FIGURE 1

Set greenhouse gas emission reduction goals
Based on the scenario analysis and capacity assessment results, cities sets 
their short-, medium-, and long-term citywide emission reduction goals, and 
secure political commitment to the goals. Cities are encouraged to refer to 
the Greenhouse Gas Protocol Mitigation Goal Standard when designing 
their goals in order to ensure international compatibility.

Assess the local capacity to reduce emissions
Cities assess their capacity to take action and consider how to leverage 
other existing policies, plans, and actions such as those related to energy, 
environment, and urban management. This may include policies and  
programmes that are complimentary to mitigation efforts despite being 
focused on other issues.

Conduct scenario analysis
Cities conduct scenario analysis to identify possible future emission trends 
based on di¬fferent socio-economic growth and climate mitigation 
assumptions or scenarios. The analysis results serve the basis for target 
setting and identifying actions.

Mitigation

Develop citywide greenhouse gas inventories
Greenhouse gas inventories determine baseline emissions, and identify key 
emission sources and reduction opportunities. While complying with local 
requirements, in order to ensure international compatibility cities are 
encouraged to use an international reporting methodology based on the 
Greenhouse Gas Protocol standards, e.g., the Global Protocol for 
Community-Scale Greenhouse Gas Emission Inventories, particularly for 
cities that wish to comply with the Compact of Mayors.

Set adaptation goals
Based on the scenario analysis and capacity assessment results, cities set their 
short-, medium-, and long-term adaptation goals, and secure political 
commitment to them. The goals should comprehensively cover the physical, 
environmental, economic, and social impacts of climate change.

Assess the local capacity to address climate impacts
Cities assess their local capacity to adapt to the climate change impacts. The 
analysis begins with an inventory of existing community policies, programmes, 
assets, capacities, and wisdom. This may include policies and  programmes that 
are complimentary to adaptation efforts despite being focused on other issues.

Conduct scenario analysis
Scenario analysis identi�es risk levels based on different scenarios of climate 
impacts, which will inform options to adapt to the potential climate impacts.

Adaptation

Conduct a climate change vulnerability assessment
Cities conduct vulnerability assessments to identify current and future 
risks/impacts to people, community assets, and community functions. A 
comprehensive vulnerability assessments address physical, environmental, 
economic, social vulnerability, and focus on those most vulnerable to impacts.
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Figure 1: Typical climate action planning process
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measure emissions (tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent). 

While complying with local requirements, cities are en-

couraged to use an international reporting methodology 

based on the Greenhouse Gas Protocol standard, e.g., 

the Global Protocol for Community-Scale Greenhouse 

Gas Emission Inventories, particularly for cities that wish 

to comply with the Compact of Mayors. Such protocols 

offer guidance on inventorying emissions both within city 

boundaries as well as outside the boundary as a result 

of city activities. These reporting protocols enable the cli-

mate benefits of different strategies to be compared in a 

transparent manner, in a way that permits the contribu-

tion of cities globally to be assessed, and paving the way 

for alignment with national level reporting. 

26. In contrast, while efforts are under way for assess-

ing baseline conditions regarding adaptation to climate 

change and climate resilience, at present metrics for such 

have yet to be widely accepted and agreed upon. More-

over, global projections of climate impacts still contain 

uncertainties and have yet to be universally downscaled 

to the city scale. Meanwhile localized risk analyses such 

as flood risk mapping are not always available, and may 

well fail to consider the projected future impacts of cli-

mate change even when they are at hand. For these 

reasons cities may bring local and traditional knowledge 

about existing hazards, vulnerabilities and sensitivities 

together with climate impact projections to provide a 

basis for adaptation planning – which may form part of 

a broader multi-hazard risk analysis.

27. Both emissions inventories and vulnerability assess-

ments may require significant amounts of local capacities 

and resources. City governments should make effective 

use of all existing data, tools and programmes readily 

at hand to support this work. When faced with limited 

resources, they should seek to balance the importance 

of accurate baselines with the need to reserve adequate 

resources to develop and implement adaptation and mit-

igation actions later in the process.

28. Another kind of assessment, focused on local ca-

pacity for action, can also provide critical input to cli-

mate action planning. This assessment involves identify-

ing existing public policies, initiatives and actors involved 

in addressing climate change. The objective is to assess 

current activities and their effectiveness, as well as to 

consider the requirements of city governments and their 

partners in relation to other levels of government. This 

exercise may identify initiatives that formally target cli-

mate change, but it may also turn up additional actions 

and policies that were not designed to respond to cli-

mate change but which nonetheless exert an impact on 

mitigation or adaptation. Understanding what works 

and where barriers have been encountered is critical in 

designing city climate action plans that are comprehen-

sive, relevant and actionable.

3.2  Goals, synergies, and integration 
29. City climate action planning involves setting am-

bitious goals for mitigation and adaptation (Figure 1), 

taking into account targets and commitments by region-

al, provincial and national governments. It also reflects 

broader goals for the future of the city. By developing 

synergies between various goals, planning for climate 

action can help achieve other relevant local objectives 

in areas such as health, safety, food security, housing, 

biodiversity, air quality, land use, access to basic urban 

services, poverty reduction, local economic development 

and job creation. In many cities promoting these co-ben-

efits may be central to maintaining political support for 

climate action. 

3.3  On-going planning and 
evaluation

30. Climate action planning is not a one-off exercise but 

an on-going process. Plans should contain a programme 

for monitoring, reporting, and evaluation that is trans-

parent and verifiable. Effective monitoring includes the 

tracking of process (are agencies doing what they agreed 

to do?), as well as outcomes (are actions achieving desired 

climate targets and other community goals?). 

31. For transparent and verifiable reporting, city 

governments should make information available to all 

concerned stakeholders and report to appropriate plat-

forms. Such platforms include the carbonn Climate 

Registry (cCR) and CDP (both utilized by the Compact 
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Former Oslo Mayor, Mr Fabian Stang in a model electric vehicle . © Oslo Kummune

Oslo – The electric vehicle capital of the world, Norway
(Population: 618,683, 2012)Case Study 3: 

In 2008, Oslo City Council approved a resolution to 
implement a Ten Point Plan for reducing greenhouse 
gas emissions. One of the items in this Plan, under 
the heading “Electric Vehicles”, is a request for 
the City Government to reserve parking spaces for 
electric vehicles and to establish charging stations. 
Earlier, in a baseline study, Oslo had determined that 
the transportation sector was responsible for 60 per 
cent of the city’s emissions; hence a focus on action 
in this area. In 2011, Oslo further developed its Ten 
Point Plan into an “Action Plan for Environment 
and Climate Change (2012-2016)”. This new Plan 
included the action, “establish a minimum of 100 
public charging stations for electric cars per year, and 
provide support to private operators”.

That same year (2011), Oslo laid out a series of 
complementary actions to encourage residents to 
purchase and use electric vehicles; these appear 

in the long-term “Urban Ecology Programme 
(2011-2026)”. Actions that the City has begun to 
implement include providing electric vehicles with 
free parking, free access to toll roads, permission to 
use bus and taxi lanes, and free transport on ferries, 
as well as levying no taxes or fees on those low-
emissions vehicles.

At present, Oslo reportedly has the world’s highest 
proportion of electric vehicles per inhabitant. In 
September 2013, Oslo and its surrounding suburbs 
counted 7526 electric vehicles; that number roughly 
doubled in 2014. This rise in the use of electric 
vehicles coincides with a decline in the City’s 
greenhouse gas emissions. Between 2009 and 2013 
the city reduced its annual per capita emissions by 
nine per cent – from 655 kg CO2 per capita in 2009, 
to 598 kg CO2 in 2013.

of Mayors), observatories associated with the Cove-

nant of Mayors (now becoming a global initiative), the 

UNFCCC-sponsored Non-State Actor Zone for Climate 

Action (NAZCA, for either direct or indirect reporting), and 

mechanisms for monitoring the Sendai Framework for Di-

saster Risk Reduction; they also include regional and na-

tional platforms, and city government open data portals. 

32. An evaluation programme should assess success-

es and failures of implementation, and identify next 

steps. It should include deadlines for updating the plan 

based on progress to date, changing circumstances and 

lessons learned, and the involvement of stakeholders. 

Monitoring and evaluation should lead to updated 

strategies and actions. 

33. Capturing community feedback through public 

engagement in monitoring, reporting and evaluation 

will ensure that evolving local knowledge is effectively 

integrated into the planning process in a fair manner. 
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34. After setting goals, defining and prioritizing ac-

tions, and assembling them into a coherent plan with a 

strategic vision are critical steps in actionable and suc-

cessful city climate action planning (Figure 1). 

4.1  Defining actions
35. Actions’ are the basic building block of climate ac-

tion plans. To achieve ambitious goals, actions may well 

span multiple sectors of urban development, and involve 

action at different scales. Examples of such sectoral and 

cross-sectoral actions are shown in Figure 2.

36. Beyond addressing climate change, climate ac-

tions can be relevant for many other local develop-

ment priorities. Involving key stakeholders early on in 

identifying synergies and co-benefits will help to design 

actions that maximize local benefits while reflecting the 

principle of fairness.

37. In climate plans, the descriptions of actions should 

include sufficient detail so that they are actionable and 

can be implemented by the appropriate agencies and or-

ganizations to achieve the desired goals. They should be 

developed according to the Guiding Principles of good 

climate action planning (See p.4), and should also reflect 

the following characteristics:

• Specificity: actions should be specific enough that 

they can be readily implemented and measured.

• Cost, benefits, and financing: to the degree possi-

ble, actions should contain estimates of net costs and 

benefits (both to the climate and otherwise), their 

distribution, and potential sources of financial support. 

• Co-benefits, synergies and trade-offs: actions 

should consider potential co-benefits, synergies and 

trade-offs regarding local development priorities, and 

adaptation and mitigation objectives

4 STRATEGIES
AND ACTIONS
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Figure 2: Examples of climate actions for cities

• Timelines and prioritization: actions should be prior-

itized and contain clear timelines for implementation.

• Assignment of responsibilities: actions should be 

assigned to specific agencies, organizations, or stake-

holders so that those entities can be held accountable 

for implementation.

Building:
Reduction of energy 
and water 
consumption in 
new and existing 
homes, businesses 
and public 
buildings; 
incentives for green 
building; resilience 
to adverse weather 
(such as heat and 
flooding).

Land Use:
Compact, transit-oriented, mixed-use development; regulations based on flood risk mapping that reflects both current 
risk plus the projected impacts of climate change.

Energy:
Demand 
management 
(domestic and 
business); 
renewable energy 
generation; 
distributed energy 
systems; resilience 
of infrastructure; 
emergency plans 
for supply 
disruption.

Transport:
Options for mass 
transit; cleaner 
fuels; 
active/non-motorize
d transport 
(walking and 
bicycling); climate 
proofing transit 
infrastructure; 
congestion pricing 
and other forms of 
demand 
management for 
private vehicles.

Waste: 
Reducing, reusing 
and recycling 
waste; waste to 
energy; resilience of 
landfills to natural 
disasters.

Water:
Demand 
management 
(domestic and 
business); water 
reuse and recycling; 
resilience of 
infrastructure; 
energy efficient 
water treatment; 
emergency plans 
for supply 
disruption.

Health:
Air quality 
improvement 
measures, including 
reductions of short 
lived climate 
pollutants; heat 
wave (or cold snap) 
health action plans; 
prevention of 
spread of diseases 
affected by climate 
change.

Business and livelihoods: 
Incentives and training to encourage green economy industries; green procurement policies. 

Energy efficiency:
Applies to various sectors listed above, including buildings and basic urban services.

Consumption: 
Incentives for more sustainable packaging; addressing emissions linked to city supply chains including food, cement and 
construction materials; green procurement; addressing vulnerability of key supply chains.

Natural environment: 
Solutions that involve protecting, restoring and enhancing green and blue infrastructure; ecosystem based approaches to 
adaptation; managing the impact of climate change on native and invasive species.

Natural hazards:
Disaster-resilient public and private investments in various sectors, and other priorities applicable at the city-level that 
are identified in the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction (2015-2030).

SECTORAL

CROSS SECTORAL
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The low-lying City of Xinyu, PR China. © CDIA

Jiangxi Xinyu Kongmu River Flood Control and Environmental Management Project in Xinyu City, 
China (Population: 1.12 million, 2014)

Case Study 4: 

38. At the same time, planned actions should not be 

defined so rigidly as to cut short an exploration of various 

means to meet given objectives. Rather, planners should 

provide for a robust prefeasibility phase of project design 

which considers different options, including innovative 

practices. For example, decision-makers should not auto-

matically embrace conventional engineering and design 

approaches. They should seek out and consider tradition-

al as well as innovative design solutions, including eco-

system-based approaches, particularly those that have 

worked in similar circumstances elsewhere and that may 

help cities achieve more ambitious outcomes. Indeed, 

cities may play an active role in the process of innovation: 

developing and deploying new, better, and more eco-

nomically viable climate-friendly technology solutions. 

39. Actions may focus upon a primary actor such as a city 

government, with specific responsibilities clearly attributed 

to different organizational units. But they will also include 

actions to be undertaken (either individually or through 

In 2011, Xinyu City requested the support of the Cities 
Development Initiative for Asia (CDIA) to identify 
financing options for a project to connect nine natural 
lakes. Primarily officials originally conceived of this 
project as a landscaping initiative; however, during the 
prefeasibility phase it evolved into a climate change 
adaptation project. Under the modified design, the 
proposed flood management infrastructure serves 
multiple functions, including flood control through 
structural and non-structural measures, storm water 
quality management, and landscaping. 

While flood prevention was an element of the City’s 
12th Five Year Plan (2011-2015), this project was not 

included as such in that Plan. The new elements and 
innovative approaches that were developed under 
this project are expected to be included in the City’s 
forthcoming 13th Five Year Plan (2016-2020). 

In March 2015, the municipality signed a 
Memorandum of Understanding with the Asian 
Development Bank for an intended loan with private 
sector involvement for this innovative flood control 
and environmental improvement project. A financial 
institution such as the Asian Development Bank 
would be able to count at least a portion of this 
project (as redesigned) as an investment in climate 
change adaptation.
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partnerships) by others, including other public bodies (e.g., 

utilities or service providers, other local authorities) as well 

as actors from the private sector, the donor community, 

civil society, academia, and individual households. 

40. Action at the city level may be supported by re-

gional, provincial, and national governments, as well as 

by international organisations and city networks. More-

over, planners should consider actions that involve coor-

dination between actors. Such options may include coor-

dinated action between different city agencies and other 

urban and regional partners in areas such as integrat-

ing transportation and land-use planning, reducing the 

vulnerability of critical infrastructure, and adopting new 

practices such as the use of ecosystem services for flood 

management. Such coordination can help maximize the 

potential synergies that can result from climate action.

41. An effective plan will reflect the various modes 

of governing that cities and their partners can employ 

when taking climate action (see Figure 3). Depending 

on the mandates and level of autonomy of the cities 

involved, they will reflect various roles ranging from 

direct service providers, regulators, and purchasers of 

goods and services, to influencers of other actors, and 

providers of information to residents. There are also 

important roles for private and civil society actors in 

taking action at the community and city level to re-

spond to climate change. 

4.2  Selecting actions / Beginning to 
shape a Strategy 

42. Many mitigation and adaptation options can help 

address climate change, but no action is sufficient by it-

self. City governments and their partners therefore must 

develop a strategic approach to selecting and prioritizing 

action over the short, medium and long term. 

43. To rank and select priority actions, decision-makers 

may find it helpful to articulate a set of selection criteria 

that reflect both climate and other developmental con-

cerns, and then consider how alternative actions may or 

may not meet those criteria. Economic efficiency, the cri-

terion that underlies basic cost-benefit analysis, should 

generally be considered only alongside other goals and 

criteria when prioritizing actions – particularly in circum-

stances where the full value of the assets or even the 

lives of the most vulnerable may not be duly captured 

and accounted for in economic analyses. This can create 

decision-making that is fair and evidence-based. 

44. A multi-criteria decision analysis can also show 

in a transparent and verifiable way that certain ac-

tions may contribute to the realization of more than one 

goal. For example, a number of actions may both reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions and improve local air quality. 

Conversely, such an exercise may also help decision-mak-

ers realize that certain actions involve trade-offs: while 

they may help a city advance towards one goal, they may 

slow or even thwart efforts to achieve another. Examples 

of such actions include adaptive measures such as air 

conditioning, whereby extensive implementation would 

result in high levels of greenhouse gas emissions. Careful 

analysis can also help planners reject actions that may 

lock the city in to unsustainable pathways. 

45. In the end, however, the selection of priorities is not 

a purely technical exercise. To be fair, comprehensive, 

and relevant it should also reflect, to the extent possible, 

the advice and approval of informed stakeholders.

4.3  Programming climate actions 
over time

46. In the short term, decision-makers may wish to 

give extra weight to certain actions that will produce ear-

ly benefits and/or return on investment and thus build 

momentum (quick wins). Prioritizing no regret or low re-

gret actions can yield considerable long-term benefits at 

minimal costs if undertaken proactively. Ensuring that de-

cisions that meet current priorities do not ‘lock-in’ future 

greenhouse gas emissions or forms of vulnerability should 

also be prioritized. It is also imperative that climate action 

planning is fair in terms of accounting for existing in-

equalities and vulnerabilities, as well as the ways in which 

it distributes the costs and benefits of action between 

different social groups and geographical areas.
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47. When programming actions in the short- but also 

the medium- and long-term, cities should take a com-

prehensive and integrated approach. To this end they 

should create flexible pathways to action. Cities may 

initially identify multiple options that could help them 

achieve their climate goals. The choice of options, and 

when and how to implement them, can then respond to 

new information and conditions, such as changing na-

tional energy policies and shifting technology costs. To 

prepare for multiple future scenarios, the approximate 

lead times and future decision points can be identified. 

Initial vulnerability assessments and greenhouse gas in-

ventories will help identify these thresholds and trigger 

points for action. Combined with transparent and ver-

ifiable monitoring and review, such provisions ensure 

that climate plans continually reflect the best choices for 

the city’s needs.

48. Planners should also phase and sequence actions 

in a way that maximizes net benefits, as well as potential 

synergies between climate actions and other local devel-

opment initiatives. 

49. Prioritized actions should be grouped according 

to strategic area. These may correspond to sectors (see 

Figure 2), or particular geographical areas of urban 

development or regeneration. The identification of a 

handful of strategic pillars for action will facilitate effec-

tive management, as well as communication of climate 

action planning.

Sets of actions, corresponding to the goals outlined for each of the strategic areas, 
and selected in accordance with the criteria of robust design, enabling �exible 
pathways and ensuring the co-ordination of action

A summary of how actions were prioritized and 
other decisions were made, including the criteria 
used

A long-term vision statement, supported by clear 
objectives and targets, set in short, medium and long-term 
timescale and grouped into several strategic areas, sectors, or 
‘pillars’.

A description of how the climate action 
plan links with other existing/statutory plans 
in the city, and other local socio-economic and 
environmental goals

A technical and scienti�c summary including a statement 
on the science behind climate change and projections of 
climate impacts, and baseline assessments such as a 
greenhouse gas emissions inventory, a vulnerability assessment 
and health implications, or a local renewable energy potential 
assessment.

An introduction, describing how the plan was 
developed, including public participation processes

1

TABLE 3

TABLE 2

Approach Policies & Mechanisms Advantages & Limitations

Management of city government buildings, 
�eets, and facilities

Considerable assets lie under direct control of city government; 
improvement to such represents an opportunity to ‘lead by example’. 
But this mode addresses only a fraction of urban greenhouse gas 
emissions and vulnerabilities.

In-house

City government-led development of 
climate friendly infrastructure systems and 
approaches to service provision

Potential for signi�cant reductions in emissions and vulnerabilities. But 
cities may lack responsibilities over key services, may not be willing to 
assume the �nancial risk, or lack suf�cient capital, or face other 
constraints. 

Public provision

Development of climate friendly 
infrastructure systems and approaches to 
service provision, with private sector 
engagement

Private sector involvement may improve provision of certain services by 
contributing knowledge, �nancial resources or other inputs. But such 
modalities require capacity to design and manage effectively to ensure 
that public interests are served. Costs may be involved in transferring 
risks to the private sector.

Public-private 
provision

Land use and building regulation; �nancial 
instruments such as taxes and subsidies; 
planning incentives for certi�ed green 
buildings (e.g., greater permitted �oor area 
ratio) 

Promising approach to in�uence private investment. But some 
measures may be politically dif�cult to implement, are hard to apply 
retroactively, and are challenging to enforce where capacities are 
limited. 

Regulations & 
incentives 

Provision of information, awareness raising 
and demonstration projects to encourage 
action by stakeholders; support (e.g., 
organizational, legal, �nancial) for 
community-led initiatives  

Measures represent a fairly inexpensive way to engage with local 
actors, upscale successful community-led actions, and measure their 
impacts. Implementation is voluntary and depends on civil-society or 
community-based leadership.

Enabling & 
supporting

Direct actions undertaken by corporate and 
community actors that are congruent with 
city goals but outside of municipal 
in�uence.  

Measures undertaken at no cost to city government. An ever-growing 
number of private sector and community-led initiatives exist with the 
potential to yield substantial bene�ts. City governments may be able to 
scale up such initiatives through enabling and supporting.   

Corporate- 
community-led

Figure 3: Approaches to governing climate action in cities
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Low-lying Ho Chi Minh City is flood-prone. This risk is 
expected to increase over the coming decades as the 
city grows, as sea levels rise, and as the alluvial soil 
upon which this deltaic city is constructed subsides. 
For such reasons the OECD ranked Ho Chi Minh City 
as one of the top 20 port cities “with high exposure 
and vulnerability to climate extremes” (OECD 2008).

Ho Chi Minh City reached out to another port city, 
Rotterdam, for expertise as it struggled to frame an 
effective adaptation strategy. Rotterdam and a Dutch 
consortium assisted through the “Connecting Delta 
Cities” initiative and the C40 network. Planners 
submitted their proposals to the People’s Committee 
in April 2013, which approved the resulting Climate 
Adaptation Strategy the following month.

Based on a careful analysis of soil and water 
conditions, the HCMC Climate Adaptation Strategy 
calls for the City to fundamentally change its 
course: direct new urban development towards the 
northwest and east, increase densities in the inner 
city, avoid encroachment on waterways. To achieve its 
ends, the Strategy embraces a number of innovative 
or noteworthy features. For example, it categorizes 

The Ho Chi Minh City Climate Adaptation Strategy calls for new 
residential development to be channelled away from the harbour, 
towards less vulnerable areas to the northwest and east.

Adaptation planning in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam 
(Population: 7.98 million, 2014)Case Study 5: 

Strategic interventions for Strategic Direction 1, “Base 
development direction on soil and water conditions”, with 
‘win-win’ and ‘no regret’ ranking of prioritized actions.

a number of planned 
actions as either ‘no-
regret’, ‘win-win’, or 
‘flexible’, as follows:

ü ‘No regret’ actions 
are “measures that 
would be justified 
under all plausible 
future scenarios”, as 
well as “measures where 
costs are relatively low 
in comparison with the 

possible benefits”. An example is “Develop new 
residential areas towards the northwest and east” 
– areas deemed less vulnerable to the impacts of 
climate change.

ü ‘Win-win’ actions are “measures that have desired 
results regarding climate adaptation, but also have 
benefits in other fields, e.g., economic benefits”. A 
sample ‘win-win’ measure planned: “Redevelop old 
harbours, combining flood protection with attractive 
waterfronts”.

ü Actions that ‘increase flexibility’ are “measures 
that are reversible or can later be adjusted to keep 
the option open to adapt when necessary”. To 
determine to what extent a given strategy is flexible, 
planners analysed its ‘adaptation pathway’. As 
the Plan explains: “[A given] pathway describes 
consecutive measures, which can be implemented 
when a certain impact level is reached [i.e., a 
‘trigger point’]. It shows the options that exist. 
For instance, putting sand bags in front of the 
house is effective until a certain flooding depth [is 
reached]. When the flooding depth becomes deeper 
due to sea level rise, other measures should be 
taken, e.g., the construction of a barrier to prevent 
flooding”. Along those lines, the Strategy considers 
construction of a tidal barrier as only necessary “in 
case of extreme sea level rise”.
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4.4  The resulting climate action plan 
50. City climate action planning can either yield stand-

alone plans or else mainstream climate actions into 

on-going planning processes. A typical stand-alone plan 

includes many or all of the contents shown in Figure 4, 

elements of which can also be usefully incorporated into 

other plans and planning processes in order to properly 

integrate climate considerations. 

4.5  Implementing and financing city 
climate action plans

51. As with other steps of the process, implementing 

climate action plans will require the development of ca-

pacity amongst city governments and their partners, as 

well as the mobilization of additional financial resources. 

52. Resourcing climate actions may require, in addi-

tion to conventional sources, climate-specific forms of 

finance. Including city priorities in national climate initia-

tives such as National Adaptation Plans (NAPs), Nation-

ally Appropriate Mitigation Actions (NAMAs), and Low 

Emission Development Strategies (LEDS) may help to un-

lock climate financing available at the national, regional, 

or global level. International sources of climate finance 

for city climate action include international financial in-

stitutions, donor organisations, and philanthropic trusts. 

In addition, working in partnership with private sector 

actors may be another source of accessing resources to 

implement climate action plans. For plans to be action-

able, city governments should consider the variety of 

forms of financing available as they prioritize and then 

begin to develop and implement their actions. 

53. A plan is a living document. Regularly monitoring 

progress and periodically updating and improving plans 

helps cities to reflect the latest climate science, techno-

logical developments, financial situation and develop-

ment capacities. It also enables the on-going engage-

ment with stakeholders and communities, ensuring that 

climate action planning continues to meet the wider de-

velopment goals of the city.

Expert Group Meeting on Guiding Principles for City Climate Action Planning, Oslo, March 2015 © UN-Habitat
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A long-term vision statement, supported by clear objectives and targets, set in short, medium and 
long-term timescale and grouped into several strategic areas, sectors, or ‘pillars’.

An introduction, describing how the plan was developed, including public participation processes.

A description of how the climate action plan links with other existing/statutory plans in the city, and 
other local socio-economic and environmental goals. 

A description of how climate action planning links to other national, regional goals, regulations, plans 
and processes.

A technical and scienti�c summary including a statement on the science behind climate change and 
projections of climate impacts, and baseline assessments such as a greenhouse gas emissions inventory, a 
vulnerability assessment and health implications, or a local renewable energy potential assessment.

An overview of existing adaptation or mitigation related initiatives. 

A summary of how actions were prioritized and other decisions were made, including the criteria used.

Sets of actions, organized according to several strategic areas with corresponding goals, selected in 
accordance with criteria, and ensuring co-ordinated action. 

A strategy for outreach, education, communication and dissemination. 

A framework for reporting results and ensuring accountability.

A monitoring and evaluation framework, along with key performance indicators, for measuring 
progress, updating actions.

A glossary to explain unavoidable technical terms. 

Simple graphics used throughout to illuminate key �ndings, goals, and strategies. 

Figure 4: Typical contents of a stand-alone, city-level climate action plan
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54. Climate action planning is increasingly mandated 

for city governments and the communities and partners 

with which they work. International organisations as 

well as regional, provincial and national governments are 

increasingly recognizing the importance of city-level cli-

mate action planning for meeting this global challenge. 

At the same time, as cities have responded to this chal-

lenge they have begun to realize the additional benefits 

of taking climate change action. In addition to yield-

ing climate benefits, mitigation and adaptation actions 

can enable cities to meet their development priorities, 

address social challenges and local environmental con-

cerns, and respond to other international agendas, such 

as those captured in the Sustainable Development Goals. 

55. The Guiding Principles presented here offer guid-

ance with which cities can develop plans, strategies and 

actions that meet their own needs and address their ob-

jectives for sustainable urban development. It is our hope 

that these Guiding Principles will help cities and their 

supporting partners in their efforts to tackle the climate 

challenge in a comprehensive way. 

5 CONCLUSION
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When undertaking city-level climate action planning, 

officials, planners and others may wish to use the pres-

ent Guiding Principles document together with more 

detailed ‘how to’ manuals or other references. For a 

dedicated, searchable website that provides links to such 

materials, please go to: 

www.unhabitat.org/cop21-guiding-principles-
for-city-climate-action-planning-annex/

These supplemental resources materials, available in sev-

eral languages, are of the following general types:

1.  Decision support tools, sourcebooks, handbooks, 

and protocols on city-level climate change plan-

ning. These materials provide practical guidance 

and support to city-level officials, planners and 

stakeholders undertaking climate action planning.

2.  Enabling frameworks for subnational climate ac-

tion / vertical integration. Cities and local author-

ities can work most effectively when national-level 

policy frameworks empower and enable local ac-

tion. Such enabling frameworks are a key element 

in helping to bring to scale city-level climate action. 

The materials provided here seek to help national 

policy-makers develop such frameworks, and em-

power climate action at the subnational level.

3.  Research. The present document is undergirded by 

comparative research on how cities and towns are 

responding to the challenge of climate change in 

the 21st century. The materials included here pro-

vide much of that underpinning.

4.  Internet-based knowledge platforms. Several part-

ners to the present initiative also maintain knowl-

edge platforms with relevant resources. Brief de-

scriptions and links are provided here.

5.  Climate change strategies and plans in specific cit-

ies and subnational authorities, with related arti-

cles. Finally, during the process of developing the 

present document partners reviewed a number of 

existing city-level climate action plans to extract les-

sons and promising practices. This section provides 

a sampling of such climate action plans, along with 

several academic articles that delve into and help to 

illuminate specific plans. 

For each item under those general categories, the web-

page provides a brief description and a link to a partner’s 

website where it can be downloaded. 

ANNEX: OTHER RESOURCES
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