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During the next two decades, urban development in Low- and Middle-Income countries will determine the stock of global risk (Grafakos et al., 2019; Dodman et al., 2022, Rosenzweig et al., 2018). This risk is not evenly distributed, with the greatest impact experienced by residents living in informal settlements, due to their high levels of vulnerability (IPCC, 2022). Climate change is projected to exacerbate exposure to hazards such as floods and heat. However, current urban governance arrangements systematically marginalise informal settlement dwellers, limiting their access and influence over municipal and national resources. Exclusionary urban governance contributes to the production of uneven exposure and vulnerability, making inclusive urban climate resilience a policy priority (Satterthwaite et al., 2020). 

Contrary to recent reports suggesting a decline in the population living in informal settlements between 2000 and 2014, informal settlements continue to grow in number (Samper et al., 2020). Currently some one billion individuals live in informal settlements in diverse regions globally — a figure projected to increase to as many as 3 billion by the mid-21st century. This offers a narrow window of opportunity to reshape governance and build adaptation pathways, ensuring that by 2050, urban development is inclusive and resilient.

Cities are increasingly recognized as complex systems with urban development and adaptation processes shaped by dynamic socio-economic, environmental, and technological interactions (Batty, 2005; Ostrom, 2009; Feagan et al., 2025). A paradigm shift in urban governance has privileged collaborative innovation and ‘experimentation’ with socio-technical solutions as a way to navigate this complexity (Mitlin, 2023; Bulkeley & Castán-Broto, 2013; Bulkeley et al., 2015; Evans et al., 2016; Frantzeskaki & Loorbach, 2010; Franz, 2015; McCormick et al. 2013; McGuirk et al., 2014; Wolfram & Frantzeskaki, 2016). This means a departure from traditional top-down, linear and technocratic planning to embrace iterative, adaptive and inclusive processes. 

Urban Living Labs (ULLs) have emerged as a prominent framework within this paradigm shift. They are valued for their ability to foster experimentation and co-creation in real-life settings, enabling academia, industry, government, and civil society to collaboratively test and refine solutions for urban sustainability and resilience (Bulkeley et al., 2017). ULLs, as experimental niches, allow for the conception and testing of socio-technical innovations by bridging diverse knowledge systems through co-production methodologies (Smith & Raven, 2012; Franz, 2015; Simpson, 2019). 

While ULLs seem to be a promising avenue to navigate the complexity of cities, there is scope to further investigate the way in which they interact with both formal and informal governance arrangements and more generally urban political and knowledge economies. Adaptation, and more broadly speaking socio-ecological change, is a political process that cannot be reduced to socio-technical innovation (Manuel-Navarrete and Pelling, 2015; Nightingale, 2013; Eriksen et al., 2015). Studies have convincingly argued the importance of understanding how ‘cities think’ as a way to contribute to inclusive adaptation (Muñoz-Erickson et al., 2017b). This brings analytical and political focus to the way in which knowledge production and decision-making processes interact to shape adaptation pathways (Eriksen et al., 2015; Muñoz-Erickson et al., 2017a; Jasanoff, 2004).

ULLs have been posited as strategic interventions to reconfigure power dynamics in cities (Bulkeley et al., 2017). In their seminal work, Marvin et al. (2018) examined ULLs as governance mechanisms, highlighting practices involved in their design. This conference panel facilitates a conversation that contributes to this body of work, examining how ULLs’ design and facilitation methodologies can open the possibility of transformative change, a current gap in the literature (Smith & Raven, 2012; Bulkeley et al., 2017). 

Panellists will present analytical and methodological advancements in this field, drawn from action-oriented research conducted by members of the Adaptation Research Alliance. The Adaptation Research Alliance is a global collaborative network that brings together researchers, policymakers and practitioners to drive action-oriented research for adaptation. Specifically, this panel presents preliminary findings from “URBAN: Unlocking Resilience through Bottom-up Action-research and multi-scalar Networks”, a UKFCDO-funded project through the Climate Adaptation and Resilience Programme.

URBAN brings together research in five cities of low- and middle- income countries where ULLs and knowledge co-production methodologies were deployed to influence development and adaptation pathways. The contributions of this research are four-fold:

First, the panel presents an analytical approach that draws from Science and Technology Studies and Political Ecology to show how knowledge production and decision-making interact driving risk accumulation and urbanisation. This analytical approach helps explain the shape of actor-networks in each city, the processes that holds them together, and from where they draw influence over city resource flows. 

Second, the panel reflects on how this way of thinking politically about urban development and adaptation can inform the design of ULLs. Responding to how influence was assembled in each city, the panel presents various designs of ULLs, each being tactically conceived to rearticulate city networks with implications for flows of funding, knowledge, and political influence. 

Third, drawing on the five city cases, the panel identifies various methodological orientations towards the facilitation of ULLs. Here, empathy, reciprocal recognition and self-efficacy to achieve internalised goals are presented as entry points to guide facilitation methodologies. Furthermore, repetitive and embodied praxis, and alignment of short-term incentives and long-term resilience visions informed the selection of methodologies.  

The panel discussion concludes bringing together the five cases comparatively and drawing some preliminary reflections on how to think of city typologies when approached from an actor-network perspective; and how approaching adaptation politics in this way can enhance the capacity of ULLs to contribute to a more progressive adaptation future. 
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	INDIVIDUAL PANELLIST CONTRIBUTION

Moderator and panel framing
Full Name: Alejandro Barcena
Organisation: International Institute for Environment and Development
Bio sketch:

Alejandro Bárcena is a researcher at IIED’s Human Settlements Group, whose research focuses on urban risk, adaptation politics, and governance in cities of Low- and Middle- Income Countries. His work critically examines how power, politics, and knowledge production shape adaptation pathways, with a strong focus on transdisciplinary research that bridges sciences, policy, and practice.

Discussant 
Full Name: Mark Pelling 
Organisation: University College London
Bio sketch:

Mark Pelling is a Professor of Geography at University College London (UCL), specializing in climate change adaptation, disaster risk reduction, and urban resilience. He has been a Coordinating Lead Author for the IPCC and advises global organizations on risk governance. He also serves on key international science and policy networks.


Panellist 1
Full Name: Anshuman Karol
Organisation: Participatory Research in India
Bio:

Anshuman Karol is the Lead Governance and Climate Action at PRIA, with over 22 years of experience in decentralized governance, citizen participation, and urban resilience. His expertise spans participatory research, capacity building, and policy advisory roles, working with governments, statutory institutions, and civil society to strengthen inclusive urban governance and climate adaptation.

Presentation 1
Community-Led Water Resilience in Ajmer and Jodhpur

Panellist 1 Contribution:

This case study explores a community-driven initiative aimed at enhancing climate resilience in the cities of Ajmer and Jodhpur, Rajasthan, India. Led by the Participatory Research in Asia (PRIA), the project integrates participatory planning and nature-based solutions to address growing water insecurity due to urban expansion, encroachment, and climate-induced stresses.

The initiative focuses on participatory planning for rejuvenating traditional water bodies and developing green spaces through active community participation. A key component is empowering women’s self-help groups (SHGs) as climate champions, enabling them to lead water governance efforts, conduct quality assessments, and drive local decision-making. The project aligns with national policies such as AMRUT 2.0 and the National Water Mission to ensure institutional sustainability.

The intervention involves spatial mapping, participatory visioning workshops, bioremediation, afforestation, and stormwater harvesting, fostering urban resilience while mitigating risks like flooding and water contamination. Multi-stakeholder engagement—including municipal authorities, civil society organizations (CSOs), academia, and community groups—ensures inclusive governance.

By embedding community-led approaches into local urban planning and advocating for policy integration, this initiative showcases how bottom-up action research can reshape urban adaptation strategies, ensuring sustainable water access and ecosystem restoration for vulnerable settlements. The project contributes to broader debates on urban resilience by highlighting equity, climate justice, and the role of grassroots leadership in shaping resilient cities.

Panellist 2
Full Name: Mathews Wakhungu
Organisation: Kounkuey Design Initiative
Bio:

Mathews Wakhungu is a cultural and design anthropologist and Research Principal at Kounkuey Design Initiative. His work focuses on environmental justice, climate resilience, and infrastructure in marginalized communities. With expertise in ethnographic research, geospatial analysis, and policy advocacy, he bridges academia and practice to inform equitable urban adaptation strategies.

Presentation 2
Community-Led Adaptation in Dunga Wetland, Kisumu

Panellist 2 Contribution:

This case study highlights a community-driven approach to climate adaptation in Dunga Wetland, Kisumu, Kenya, a critical socio-ecological system draining into Lake Victoria. Led by the Kounkuey Design Initiative (KDI), the initiative applies political ecology and participatory action research to strengthen climate resilience in this rapidly urbanising region, where informal settlements and environmental degradation threaten water security and biodiversity.  

The project investigates governance structures, stakeholder interests, and power dynamics shaping watershed management. It integrates indigenous and technical knowledge to co-design locally led adaptation solutions. By employing lab-type interventions, the initiative will test and scale nature-based solutions (NbS) and participatory governance models to improve climate adaptation efforts.  

A key focus is on inclusive decision-making, particularly for women and marginalized groups who are disproportionately affected by climate risks. Through participatory stakeholder mapping, co-learning processes, and knowledge co-production, the project strengthens community engagement and institutional collaboration. It also informs policy dialogues at city and county levels, advocating for governance reforms that embed community-led approaches into watershed management.  


Panellist 3
Full Name: Louie Robert Posadas
Organisation: Technical Assistance Movement for People and Environment, Inc. (TAMPEI)

Bio
Louie Robert Posadas is the Executive Director of TAMPEI and an urban planner specializing in participatory planning, climate resilience, and community-led housing. With expertise in architecture and environmental planning, he collaborates with grassroots organizations and government agencies to advance inclusive urban development, disaster risk reduction, and locally led adaptation strategies.


Presentation 3
Strengthening Community-led Urban Resilience and Governance in Iloilo City, Philippines

Panellist 3 Contribution: 

This case study presents a community-driven initiative in Iloilo City, Philippines, aimed at strengthening participatory governance and urban resilience. Implemented by TAMPEI and the Homeless People’s Federation Philippines, Inc. (HPFPI), the project empowers grassroots organizations, particularly homeowners’ associations and people’s organizations, to engage in local planning, budgeting, and decision-making. Iloilo City faces climate-related challenges such as flooding, land subsidence, and water insecurity, exacerbated by rapid urbanization and inadequate infrastructure.  

The initiative capitalises on the creation of the Iloilo City People’s Council as a platform for institutionalising civil society representation in governance. It fosters its influence on governance processes by addressing legal barriers and financial constraints to implementing locally driven adaptation measures, especially now that Iloilo City continues to face climate-related challenges such as flooding, land subsidence, and water insecurity, exacerbated by rapid urbanization and inadequate infrastructure. Through inter-community exchanges, advocacy, and collaboration with local government units, the project fosters more inclusive and responsive governance structures. It supports the integration of community-led adaptation strategies into city policies, ensuring vulnerable communities shape urban resilience investments.


Panellist 4
Full Name: Cho Cho Shwe
Organisation: Doh Eain Limited
Bio:

Cho Cho Shwe is the Head of Community Engagement and Participatory Design at Doh Eain. A licensed architect with over eight years of experience, she has contributed to significant projects like the Yangon Secretariat Building Conservation. Cho is dedicated to preserving Myanmar's unique heritage through inclusive, community-driven design. 

Presentation 3
Scaling Community-Led Climate Adaptation in Conflict-Affected Urban Areas: Lessons from Yangon, Myanmar

Panellist 4 Contribution:

Led by Doh Eain, this case study focuses on scaling community-led solutions for urban flooding and water scarcity in Yangon, Myanmar. This initiative advances climate adaptation solutions from concept to implementation. By leveraging the Yangon Neighbourhood Network, a grassroots platform of nearly 200 community organizations, the project strengthens local resilience through participatory research, capacity-building, and practical interventions.  

In Myanmar’s fragile political environment, traditional governance structures remain unstable, limiting engagement with government partners. Instead, the project fosters multi-stakeholder collaboration among local communities, humanitarian organizations, and private sector actors to implement nature-based and social solutions. These include rainwater harvesting systems, early warning mechanisms, and community-driven water filtration initiatives.  

The initiative also emphasizes gender equality and social inclusion, integrating women and marginalized groups into decision-making and capacity-building efforts. By refining and scaling climate solutions in informal settlements, this project not only enhances resilience at the neighborhood level but also contributes to broader institutional learning and resource mobilization, ensuring long-term impact in Myanmar’s urban climate adaptation efforts.

Panellist 5
Full Name: Dr. Jayati Chourey
Organisation: SaciWATERs
Bio:

Jayati Chourey (Executive Director, SaciWATERs), specializing in climate resilience, gender-sensitive water governance, and interdisciplinary research. With over 18 years of experience, she has been leading action research on urban resilience, water security, multi-stakeholder participation, and adaptation strategies across South Asia, bridging science, policy, and community engagement.

Presentation 3
Building Urban Resilience for Climate Migrant Women in Hyderabad’s Informal Settlements

Panellist 5 Contribution:
This case study investigates the intersection of climate migration, urban resilience, and gender-responsive WASH (Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene) governance in Hyderabad, India. As climate change intensifies migration from vulnerable regions like the Sundarbans, many women settle in urban informal settlements, facing severe water and sanitation challenges that compromise their health and dignity. Despite growing urban resilience efforts, menstrual health and gender-inclusive WASH solutions remain largely overlooked.

Led by SaciWATERs, this initiative establishes Urban Living Labs to co-develop decentralized WASH solutions through socio-technical innovation, participatory governance, and policy engagement. The project collaborates with municipal authorities, policymakers, local NGOs, and grassroots organizations to integrate gender-responsive strategies into urban resilience planning. By mainstreaming menstrual hygiene management (MHM) into climate adaptation frameworks, it strengthens public health and policy inclusion for migrant women.

This case expands knowledge exchange and resource mobilization through UKFCDO’s Climate Adaptation and Resilience Research for Impact HUB, contributing to broader multi-scalar urban resilience strategies. It generates scalable, community-led WASH solutions, ensuring that Hyderabad—and other cities receiving climate migrants—become more inclusive, climate-ready, and responsive to the needs of displaced populations.


Panellist 6

Full Name: Vikrom Mathur
Organisation: Transitions Research

Bio:

Vikrom Mathur is the Director of Transitions Research, specializing in climate adaptation, urban resilience, and participatory governance. He started India's first People’s Urban Living Lab(PULL), an initiative co-creating climate solutions in real-life settings. His work bridges research and practice, emphasizing locally led innovation and transformative adaptation pathways in urban environments.

Title of Presentation: Facilitating Inclusive Urban Living Labs: Lessons from PULL

Panellist 6 Contribution: 
This case study focuses on the People’s Urban Living Lab (PULL), an initiative of Transitions Research that serves as an experimental space for co-creating and testing climate adaptation solutions in Indian cities. PULL engages diverse urban stakeholders—including marginalized communities, municipal authorities, and researchers—to collaboratively design, implement, and refine locally grounded interventions for climate resilience.

Operating in cities such as Panaji, Kolhapur, Almora, Surat, and Ahmedabad, PULL integrates participatory governance with real-world experimentation. In Panaji, for instance, PULL facilitated participatory mapping of heat-stressed neighborhoods to inform urban cooling strategies, while in Almora, it worked with communities to enhance water security through decentralized resource management. A key feature of PULL is its iterative, learning-driven methodology. By embedding experimental interventions within city systems—such as nature-based cooling or community-led water governance—PULL fosters adaptation strategies that are responsive to local realities rather than imposed from the top down.

This presentation will highlight key insights from PULL’s work, including the importance of trust-building in urban experimentation, strategies for embedding community-led innovation into city planning, and challenges in scaling localized solutions while ensuring inclusivity. By sharing PULL’s experiences, this session will contribute to broader discussions on how Urban Living Labs can function as transformative spaces for reconfiguring power dynamics, fostering bottom-up adaptation, and bridging the gap between policy frameworks and grassroots action.






