
	Wānanga/Talanoa/Dialogue or Workshop
Monitoring, evaluating, and learning (MEL) for adaptation across urban and local contexts: Opportunities, tensions, collaborative storytelling


	
Summary
Monitoring, Evaluating, and Learning (MEL) are critical processes for tracking progress, ensuring accountability, and driving continuous improvement in climate adaptation. Yet, MEL remains fraught with tensions – particularly in urban and local contexts, where diverse values and knowledge systems, institutional constraints, and political realities intersect. This participatory workshop offers a space for collaborative storytelling, bringing together voices from across the world—academia, government, practitioners, and communities—to share lived experiences of MEL in urban and local adaptation. Through open dialogue and co-creation, we aim to identify emerging challenges, highlight innovative approaches, and foster a more just, learning-driven adaptation practice.

Theoretical Background and Rationale
MEL provides a structured approach to tracking and assessing adaptation implementation and refining strategies through iterative learning (Bours et al., 2015; Brown et al., 2016). While global initiatives like the Global Goal on Adaptation (GGA) are advancing adaptation policy, they often remain disconnected from the realities faced by local practitioners and communities, who navigate place-based challenges rather than abstract frameworks (Amorim-Maia & Olazabal, 2024). Top-down, technocratic approaches risk reducing adaptation effectiveness to a purely technical exercise, neglecting critical political, social, and ethno-cultural dimensions (Chmutina et al., 2023), and overlooking the complexities and messiness of people-centred processes, which are shaped and negotiated through relations of trust and power (Eriksen et al., 2015, Harris et al., 2018). Moreover, overreliance on techno-scientific expertise or “just data” often leads to approaches that fail to meaningfully integrate local needs, capacities and lived experiences (Hughes et al., 2020; Nightingale et al., 2020), disregarding critical justice and equity concerns (Chu and Cannon, 2021; Eriksen et al., 2021; Klinsky et al., 2017). But how do these political and social dimensions manifest in real life, beyond academicized interpretations and how can we learn from them? This session gives voice to grounded experiences, capturing both successes and struggles of adaptation through MEL stories across urban and local settings.

Session format
The session will feature brief, dynamic contributions (45 minutes) from 10 storytellers representing diverse backgrounds, geographies, and levels of experience, including researchers, government representatives, and practitioners who are actively engaged in MEL initiatives. Designed to enhance diversity and inclusion, participant selection prioritized gender balance, cross-sector collaboration, and equity considerations, with particular attention to Local Knowledge systems and contributions from those working with Indigenous peoples.
Rather than focusing on formal findings or polished results, the session will emphasise lived experiences, critical reflections, and emerging insights. Examples of innovative practices, evolving tensions, and cases of failure are encouraged as key learning opportunities to accelerate adaptation efforts while avoiding common pitfalls. These initial contributions will set the stage for an interactive World Café exercise, where attendees will collectively explore the challenges, creative solutions, and broader implications for advancing adaptation MEL.

The session will be structured as follows:
· Brief introduction: Session Chair, Ana Terra Amorim-Maia, will open the session, outlining its objectives, structure, and expected outcomes, and setting the stage for the upcoming contributions and discussions.
· Stories and storytellers: 10 storytellers will share insights from diverse geographies, sectors, and knowledge systems, supported by one visually-compelling representation (e.g., a PowerPoint slide, a photograph, an object). Key prompts for stories are:
· What motivated MEL efforts and what opportunities have emerged?
· What tensions and challenges arose?
· How can we learn from this experience?

Session Chairs (Ana Terra Amorim-Maia and Marta Olazabal) will visually document emerging themes and their connections on a flipchart or on a wall with sticky notes.
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· World Café: The second part of the session will feature a world café-style format, with thematic breakout tables, two rounds of participant rotation, and a plenary discussion to share key takeaways. This will enable all session attendees to reflect on shared challenges, exchange ideas on creative solutions, and discuss the broader implications for MEL in adaptation. Detailed structure of the second part of the session:
· Three world café tables will be organized around key themes, which will be identified through a participatory process: from the list of themes documented by Session Chairs, attendees will prioritise the top three themes (or set of interconnected themes) for the World Café-style breakout discussions. 
· Audience members will then self-select a table based on their interests. Each breakout will be hosted by at least three storytellers and will last 10 minutes, after which attendees will rotate to a second table. This format will allow each attendee to engage in at least two out of the three themed discussions.
· After the breakouts, the session will reconvene in plenary, where one representative from each table will briefly report back on the main discussion points across the two rounds.

· Closing reflections: Session Chairs will facilitate a discussion to sense the appetite for continued collaboration, including opportunities for building a Community of Practice for local adaptation MEL, ensuring sustained collaboration and knowledge exchange beyond the session.

Methods for co-creation
The storytelling format will foreground personal and organizational experiences, creating space for candid discussions on innovative practices, emerging tensions, and lessons from both successes and failures. If provided the space, participants and storytellers will gather around in a circle, with a paper-made bonfire decorating the centre of the circle.
Following the initial interventions and using clapping (stronger and longer claps indicate preferred themes), attendees will collaboratively identify and prioritise key themes. 
These themes will be further explored through three World Café-style breakout discussions, each hosted by three storytellers. This participatory approach will foster multi-partner, transdisciplinary exchange, enabling dialogue across geographies, sectors, and knowledge systems.
After two rounds of discussions, attendees will reconvene for a plenary session, where table representatives will briefly share key takeaways identified through the two rounds. 
The session will conclude with reflections on future avenues for knowledge exchange, networking, and sustained collaboration—laying the groundwork for a potential Community of Practice for local adaptation MEL.

Aims & Expected Outcomes
By the end of the session, participants will have:
· An enhanced understanding of MEL challenges, capturing lived experiences, tensions, and creative approaches to inform research and practice. 
· Actionable insights on how to improve MEL practice in adaptation, strengthening its relevance for local contexts.
· Stronger connections and empathy between urban and local adaptation practitioners, researchers, and policymakers.
· A roadmap for continued collaboration (e.g., through a Community of Practice), ensuring that MEL supports not only tracking adaptation but also learning, innovation, and justice.
· As an output of the session, we aim to co-author a commentary (or another form of co-authored written piece) with session participants.

By providing voice to the often-unheard structural challenges, the session will deepen reflexivity processes and connections between adaptation actors and generate practical insights for more actionable and transformative MEL processes.
This session will not only deepen understanding of MEL’s role for accelerated adaptation but also contribute to a growing movement toward more participatory, reflexive, and impact-driven MEL approaches in cities and local communities worldwide.

This session takes a transversal approach, primarily aligning with Theme 3: Cities, Settlements, and Infrastructure by exploring MEL experiences in urban areas and local communities. It also intersects with Theme 6: The Art of Adaptation, Communication, and Education through its storytelling format and informal, candid discussions. Additionally, it connects with Theme 7: Beyond Adaptation by critically examining whether dominant MEL frameworks, norms, and assumptions are fit for purpose, and reflecting on how localized and diverse knowledge systems can inform more just and learning-driven adaptation practices.
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	PARTICIPANTS
Participants 1 & 2 are co-conveners, while participants 3-12 are storytellers. All will present insights, although the conference platform only allows for 8 official presenters.

Participant 1
Full Name: Ana Terra Amorim-Maia
Organisation: Basque Centre for Climate Change
Bio: Dr. Amorim-Maia is an interdisciplinary socio-environmental scientist exploring the intersections of climate change adaptation, urban governance, and social justice. She is a Juan de la Cierva Fellow and postdoctoral researcher at BC3, where she contributes to IMAGINE Adaptation, supporting cities in envisioning resilient futures and assessing progress toward achieving them.
Participant 1 Contribution: Co-chair: Moderation of the session, general introduction, facilitation.

Participant 2
Full Name: Marta Olazabal
Organisation: BC3 Basque Centre for Climate Change
Bio: Dr Marta Olazabal is an interdisciplinary scientist exploring pathways of progress on climate action in cities worldwide. She is an Ikerbasque Research Associate and Ramon y Cajal Fellow at BC3 where she leads the Adaptation Research Group. She is the Principal Investigator of the European Research Council project IMAGINE Adaptation.
Participant 2 Contribution: Co-chair: Moderation of the session, general conclusion, facilitation.

Participant 3
Full Name: Shreya Banerjee
Organisation: Indian Institute of Technology
Bio: Shreya is an Assistant Professor at IIT Jodhpur. Previously, she was post-doctoral fellow in 'Cooling Singapore 2.0'. She is an architect-urban planner turned applied climatologist researching heat mitigation and adaptation, nature-based solutions, and environmental health employing data-driven evidence and visual story-telling. Shreya is Asia Councillor of International Society of Biometeorology.
Participant 3 Contribution: 
Rajasthan is the largest state in India land area-wise however, half of Rajasthan belongs to the Thar desert region exhibiting extreme weather conditions. Heatwaves are frequent in summer with daytime highest air temperature frequently reaching 48OC with extreme aridity. Thar is the most populated desert in the world with approx. 3 million inhabitants. Jodhpur is the largest city of the region with 1.5 million population, and a historic tourist site with a heritage dating back to the 15th Century. Jodhpur reports scanty rainfall and acute water scarcity in the region. Communities in Jodhpur have been practicing local adaptation strategies for centuries to combat heat stress in the built environment as evident in the urban morphology in the historic old core of the blue city, whereas the step wells and talabs are examples of water management and conservation. Through her climate justice research in Jodhpur, Shreya narrates stories of heat adaptation and water governance to attain community resilience encompassing inter-sectoral inter-twined attributes of caste and gender, environmental justice, and place-making in a low-income context. 

Participant 4
Full Name: Amy Bosworth
Organisation:
Bio: Amy is a multi-disciplinary sustainability professional with a foundation in Global South perspectives and experience in research, impact evaluation, and learning facilitation. A South African based in Wellington, Amy is an Impact Analyst at ImpactLab and worked for the Sustainability Institute and the School of Public Leadership at Stellenbosch University. 
Participant 4 Contribution: 
This 5–10-minute contribution explores Amy’s role as a participatory MEL consultant on the Living Soils Learning Farm project, where she took a learning-based approach to evaluation. Grounded in a relational worldview, her work focused on governance structures, shared values, and embedding evaluation into operations. She will highlight key enabling factors, including capacity-building, shared understanding and responsibility, facilitation, and iteration. Reflecting on her journey of learning by doing, she will share how openness and trusting the process allowed for adaptation and improvement. This case study demonstrates the value of participatory evaluation in strengthening learning and decision-making.

Participant 5
Full Name: Muhammed Ceesay
Organisation:
Bio: Muhammed holds a B.A. in Development Studies, University of The Gambia, 2020, and a M.A. in Geography, Ohio University with specialization in Climate Change Adaptation. He is a climate change adaptation researcher. He has wide experience in education, development practice, climate change & environmental project management, and human rights.
Participant 5 Contribution: 
In this session, Muhammed will share stories and insights about the disconnect between Adaptation MEL frameworks and local adaptation knowledge systems in agrarian communities. He will draw on cases from rural agrarian communities in The Gambia he has worked with as a development practitioner and climate adaptation researcher. Working with many rural communities and diverse stakeholders including development practitioners, policy makers, researchers, journalists etc. in The Gambia on climate and environmental hazards, Muhammed has seen first hand why MEL frameworks have often failed to benefit from critical knowledge local systems. Often, Adaptation MEL frameworks are dominated by the “risk-hazard outcome-based” models when assessing adaptation projects instead of the “social-vulnerability process-based” models. The latter gives allowance for deeper examination of social precarious conditions that form the root causes of vulnerability, hence reflect local systems driving them. His contribution will particularly bring real stories and insights from rural rice farmers who have been mere beneficiaries of government and non-government funded projects while not truly involved in evaluating such projects. 

Participant 6
Full Name: Jimena Eyzaguirre
Organisation: ESSA Technologies Ltd
Bio: Jimena Eyzaguirre is a Managing Partner and Practice Lead for Climate Change Adaptation at ESSA Technologies Ltd. She works with government, community, and non-profit clients to understand climate risk and adaptation options, strengthen systems-level capacity to manage climate risk and build resilience, and learn from investments in adaptation.
Participant 6 Contribution: 
How might we transform expert-driven or add-on approaches to monitoring, evaluation, and learning (MEL) into a collaborative process that supports systemic change? As an external MEL consultant, Jimena reflects on the promises and pitfalls of co-developing MEL frameworks for adaptation by sharing a “story of failure”, where her team was let go after the first year of a two-year assignment. Rigorous, in-depth frameworks and probing questions led to friction with a client who expected a more independent, "light touch" approach. Arms-length development of MEL frameworks and related guidance for adaptation projects is possible. However, for projects pursuing systemic change and emergence, co-development with those responsible for project design and delivery is key. This experience raised two questions for her:
· What does “light touch” co-development of MEL frameworks for adaptation look like?
· What skills and competencies are essential for fostering genuine co-development of MEL for innovative adaptation interventions?

Participant 7
Full Name: Tom FitzGerald
Organisation: Aotearoa Society of Adaptation Professionals (ASAP)
Bio: Tom co-convenes the newly-established network of adaptation practitioners in NZ and works on regional adaptation in Wellington. For over 20 years, Tom has worked across all sectors – including non-profit, public, private, and academia – and understands the power of being able to tell a narrative around adaptation progress and justify investment. 
Participant 7 Contribution: 
Tom will present some nascent examples of adaptation MERL from local government in NZ and speak plainly about the challenges and opportunities therein. He will curate some key examples of MERL from within NZ, present a snapshot of where things are at across scales – including national, regional, local. With that, Tom will advocate for greater uptake and evolution of MERL from both an outcomes perspective and a process perspective.

Participant 8
Full Name: Sean Goodwin
Organisation: Basque Centre for Climate Change, BC3
Bio: Sean Goodwin is a multidisciplinary researcher with a focus on urban climate adaptation, nature-based solutions, and monitoring, evaluation and learning. His research addresses pressing questions facing communities of research and practice at the intersection of climate change, biodiversity conservation, urban planning and social justice.
Participant 8 Contribution: As part of the case study work of IMAGINE Adaptation, Sean’s team is collaborating with a diverse set of case studies across 12 cities globally. Enlivening the transdisciplinary ideals of the project presents numerous challenges—ones that traditional scientific career pathways have not necessarily prepared them for. Two examples from their work in planning the scope of our collaboration over the next three years illustrate this clearly: Bristol (United Kingdom) and Bogotá (Colombia). These two case studies reveal unexpected aspects of conducting transdisciplinary research that contradicted both their own expectations and those of their partners. In the context of monitoring, evaluation, and learning (MEL), these challenges relate to: (1) questioning their role as researchers—whether they should “lead” or “be led” in the research collaboration process; and (2) recognising how transdisciplinary research can create opportunities for local partners to realise their own agency and expertise in areas previously unfamiliar to them. In this case, MEL was a domain from which some partners had felt excluded—either because they did not connect with the terminology used or because they undervalued their own experiences
Note: if time is limited, this contribution can be excluded, with Dr Goodwin instead supporting the session as co-chair, assisting with moderation, note-taking (e.g., on the flipchart) and facilitating discussions.

Participant 9
Full Name: Luna Khirfan
Organisation: University of Waterloo
Bio: Associate Professor, School of Planning, University of Waterloo, Canada who investigates public engagement, place making, and climate adaptation with an emphasis on climate justice. She is Co-Author of the UN-Habitat's 2024 World Cities Report (2024) and Lead Author of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s (IPCC) Sixth Assessment Report (2022).
Participant 9 Contribution: 
Urban growth increases the demand on developable land, often at the expense of fragile urban ecosystems, leading to their degradation and loss. Yet, evidence abounds that these same ecosystems that are forfeited for urbanization actually offer the optimal adaptation option that enables urban systems to decrease or even eliminate the risks posed by climate change. One of the most prevalent yet underrated losses of urban ecosystems in favour of urbanization is that of urban watercourses, particularly small urban streams which are culverted and diverted into underground pipes. In this discussion, Luna presents the daylighting of buried urban streams as a nature-based solution (NbS) in adapting to the climate crisis. Her discussion focuses on three cities’ loss of urban streams – Amman, Seoul, and Zürich – and the ensuing consequences of this loss on the regulatory, provisioning, supporting, and cultural ecosystem services. She then discusses two different approaches to stream daylighting: transformative and incremental.

Participant 10
Full Name: Helen Scott
Organisation:
Bio: Helen is an Environmental Team Leader at City of Kingston, working 25 years in sustainability, including 15 years in climate adaptation. Her PhD investigated how monitoring and evaluation of adaptation is undertaken and used by local government. Previous roles include Asian Cities Climate Change Resilience Network, ICLEI, and RMIT University.
Participant 10 Contribution:
Local governments are fundamental in adapting to climate change, so it is important to learn from their adaptation actions in order to scale up successful adaptation and avoid maladaptation. However, the reporting rules and systems that shape monitoring and evaluation in local government are oriented towards accountability, not learning. As a consequence, monitoring and evaluation of adaptation is narrowly focused on tracking implementation of actions, is relatively immature and comprehensive evaluations of policy and projects are rare.  Learning is thus limited. However, there are opportunities to enhance the evaluative capacity of local governments, and thus improve the potential for learning. This section will cover:
· The nested institutions at international, state government and within local government organisations that shape M&E.
· How institutions influence the M&E of climate adaptation by local government.
· Opportunities to enhance evaluative capacity.

Participant 11
Full Name: Edward Sparkes
Organisation: United Nations University
Bio: Edward’s research covers complex risk analysis, adaptation pathways, and monitoring, evaluation and learning in complex systems. He is passionate about co-creation and concept development. His work focusses predominantly on understanding and managing the complex impacts from climate change. He is currently perusing his PhD on pathways for complex risk management.
Participant 11 Contribution: 
Desertification, land degradation and droughts impact the lives and livelihoods of millions of people across East Africa. Regreening, which incorporates land restoration and drought-resilient measures, is one approach to reduce these impacts. This contribution shares lessons from co-creating a MEL framework for regreening pathways with predominantly female headed households in farming communities across Southern and Western Kenya. Developed through workshops, discussions, listening to stories and visioning exercises, the framework tracks how pathways are strengthening climate-resilient development for stakeholders within the spheres of influence of regreening interventions. Through the co-creation process, the MEL framework places a strong focus on what communities’ value and how pathways create agency to support development aspirations over time, in consideration of different climatic scenarios. This work is a dynamic and ongoing process, where continual adjustments are being made. Therefore, sharing it in this session with MEL experts from around the world would be a valuable backstopping experience.

Participant 12
Full Name: Katharine Vincent
Organisation: Kulima Integrated Development Solutions
Bio: Katharine Vincent conducts applied research and technical consulting on adaptation. In her role as director of Kulima Integrated Development Solutions, she engages in transdisciplinary partnerships and facilitates co-production of useable knowledge that helps society to manage the risk posed by climate change, particularly in southern and east Africa.
Participant 12 Contribution: 
Katharine has experience of MEL across a range of adaptation projects, but given the urban focus, she will focus on the approach taken to MEL of a climate services initiative in southern Africa that focuses on co-producing accessible early warnings of thunderstorms by working particularly with women and people with disability in urban and peri urban settings in South Africa, Mozambique and Zambia (Weather and Climate Information Services Early Warnings for Southern Africa). She will reflect on managing the process of reporting to funders’ results frameworks and satisfying donor demands for accountability with wider commitments to learning about how to support inclusive co-production processes within the context of transdisciplinary project-based interventions.
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