
	Panel 
Fostering Capacity for Transformative Climate Action in Cities: Insights and Lessons from Participatory Research


	
Introduction
It’s been more than a decade since several research networks and organizations working on climate change action in cities shifted their global research focus from more top-down approaches to collaboration with urban communities in knowledge co-production to foster the capacity for climate actions that are equitable and sustainable. 
 
While commonalities exist, different meanings and approaches to knowledge co-production abound (e.g., transdisciplinarity, participatory action research, collaborative governance, social learning).1 Broadly, knowledge co-production often involves a process through which two or more public and private actors (including researchers) seek to solve a shared problem, challenge, or to complete a task, engaging in “a constructive exchange of different kinds of knowledge, resources, competences, and ideas.”2 This process can contribute to visions, actions, plans,  strategies, and regulatory frameworks, and help develop capacities to create programs and solutions that fit participants’ specific aspirations, needs, and circumstances.  
 
Participatory research with city communities, governments, civil society and private sector actors can build trust, buy-in, a systemic understanding of agency, or a shared vision of how to influence policy. Nevertheless, it is essential to scrutinize the promises, challenges, and ethical implications of this kind of justice-centred research. For instance, ethical concerns have been raised about the time and resources demanded of unpaid partners. Other concerns regard a tendency among researchers and partners to present these efforts as a panacea, while looming political and cultural conflicts, power and politics, and structural constraints can undermine their effectiveness of these efforts.
 
Goal 
Panel participants will discuss findings, insights, and lessons learned on how knowledge coproduction works in the reality of complex and contested real-life situations. They will engage with critical scholarship bringing to bear their sociocultural, political and geographical contexts and co-production practices in robust discussions of issues and potential solutions.
 
Format and Topics
The session combines short presentations with discussions around four overarching themes identified by Chambers et al. (2021) across various dimensions of knowledge co-production: purpose, power and agency, politics and pathways,
 
1. Purpose (Why engage in co-production. Coproduction is often viewed as a way to include diverse urban actors, interests, and understandings and reframe climate problems in ways that open up its understanding. It can also be seen as a way to solve climate problems through work with those who have the power to directly contribute to addressing it.
2. Power and agency present unique challenges to researchers and city actors trying to foster engagement to enable transformative community capacity for action. This is sometimes approached through policy actions to shift city or system-level agency, but it requires collaboration with urban communities to meet the promises of ameliorating injustices in participation, recognition, and distribution. 
3. Politics: How can co-production sufficiently shift city-relevant politics and power dynamics? Such questions revolve around whose knowledge is being co-produced—for which outcomes, and to the benefit of whom.
4. Pathways: Can the outcomes and impacts of these endeavours be amplified? How can lessons and insights from local work inform broader transformational change in other neighbourhoods, cities, and internationally? What methodologies and insights can be used to uncover and help overcome root and institutional causes of inequity across different urban contexts? How can our efforts contribute to structural and durable transformation by promoting change in values, habits, cultural practices, “hearts and minds,” and the institutional structures in which they are embedded?
 
The panel starts with three overview presentations targeting one or two of the four issues from each panellist to frame the discussion and provide the audience with an understanding of each panellist's experience and viewpoint.
 
The remaining session time will be spent in a question-and-answer (Q&A) format with questions from the moderator and participants around the suggested four topics. The ultimate goal is to promote a rich debate among panel members and participants representing diverse expertise, ways of knowing, and perspectives on the topic. Advanced preparation among panellists will help clarify each member’s role and how he or she relates to the other panel members.



	INDIVIDUAL PANELLIST CONTRIBUTION

Moderator(s) Details
Full Name: Johanna Nalau
Organisation: Griffith University
Bio sketch:
Bio: Dr. Nalau is an adaptation scientist specializing in climate change adaptation. As a lead author for the IPCC 6th Assessment Report, she explores decision-making, policy, adaptation heuristics and limits to adaptation. She leads research at Griffith University, advises the UN’s Resilience Frontiers, and advocates for evidence-based climate action through leadership and science communication.

Panellist 1 
Full Name: Meg Parsons
Organisation: Waipapa Taumata Rau, The University of Auckland
Bio:
Dr Meg Parsons is an Associate Professor at the University of Auckland. Of Ngāpuhi, Lebanese, and Pākehā heritage, her research explores Indigenous environmental governance, climate adaptation, and climate justice using decolonising theorising. She is co-editor-in-chief of Climate Risk Management and associate editor of Humanities and Social Science Communication.

Presentation 1 
Challenges of Co-Production in Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland 

Panellist 1 Contribution: 
Co-production is often promoted as a transformative approach to climate adaptation, aiming to empower communities and foster equitable, locally relevant solutions. However, implementing co-production with urban Indigenous and Pacific communities in Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland reveals significant challenges. Many of these communities experience "research fatigue," having been frequently engaged in studies that yield little tangible benefit, fostering scepticism and disengagement. Co-production also demands substantial time and effort, yet participants are often unpaid or inadequately compensated, exacerbating inequities, and raising ethical concerns. Historical experiences of extractive research and marginalization of Indigenous and Pacific knowledge systems contribute to deep-seated mistrust of researchers, making relationship-building and accountability essential. Similarly, distrust of government complicates co-production, as climate policies are often viewed as neglecting or inadequately addressing the needs of marginalized communities. Power dynamics further challenge co-production, as unequal relationships between researchers, policymakers, and communities risk sidelining community voices. Navigating these difficulties requires transparency, equitable resource-sharing, and long-term commitment to ensure meaningful and just outcomes. By critically reflecting on these barriers and drawing lessons from Tamaki Makaurau Auckland, co-production can better address systemic injustices, promote trust, and build lasting partnerships that empower Indigenous and Pacific communities to lead in shaping their climate adaptation futures.


Panellist 2 
Full Name: Paty Romero-Lankao
Organisation: University of Toronto, Scarborough, Canadian Excellence in Research Chair and leader of the Network for Equity in Sustainability Transitions (CERC NEST)
Bio:
During her career, Paty has developed a research agenda that connects science, society, and policy in cities globally. She has developed comparative approaches to studying governance dynamics shaping unequal capacities to plan for and foster climate action. Paty strives to foster capacity among urban actors to promote equitable and sustainable change.


Presentation 2
Co-producing Knowledge to Foster Equity in Climate Action in Los Angeles: A Cautionary Tale

While city actors increasingly embrace knowledge co-production to address climate change, they hold different theories of what needs to change to address social inequalities and power dynamics that hinder urban climate and sustainability goals. This presentation will reflect on our relational approach to co-create the LA100 Equity Strategies. This project sought to solve a problem: how city officials can foster equity in the transition to clean energy in Los Angeles.
Our relational methodology, which involved a collaboration among interdisciplinary research teams, underserved Angelenos, and city officials, connected three justice tenets –procedural, distributional, and recognition justice– with transitions scholarship.3 First, we co-designed listening sessions centering participants’ aspirations for the future, lived-experiences, and understanding of equity strategies.4 Recognition justice then guided our examination of how historical policies and practices like redlining5 are embedded in distributional inequities.6 Finally, procedural justice questions helped analyze how and why these policies and practices have failed to break with extractive research and policy making.
I will draw lessons from our efforts to target root causes of inequity. The legacy of redlining reinforces infrastructural disinvestment and neglect, affecting well-being, from the siting of hazardous infrastructure in underserved neighbourhoods7, to the health effects of fright transportation and extreme heat8. Further, poor construction quality and old, unsafe, and inefficient housing stock shape heat risks, energy burdens, and access to technological innovations.6 Among Angelinos, the understanding of the agency as it determines their energy future, not only involves participation in decision-making or access to tailored programs, but also access to high-road and well-paid jobs, financial capital, and entrepreneurship in their communities.4


Panellist 3 
Full Name: Gina Ziervogel
Organisation: African Climate and Development Initiative, University of Cape Town
Bio: Gina Ziervogel is Director of the African Climate and Development Initiative and Professor in the Department of Environmental and Geographical Science at the University of Cape Town, South Africa. Her research focuses on climate change adaptation and development with a focus on urban governance and water and transdisciplinary approaches. 

Presentation 3: Addressing politics and power in co-production to enable more sustainable urban transformative adaptation pathways


Panellist 3 Contribution: 

Shifting politics and pathways in urban climate governance is no easy task. Although co-production is a useful approach to grapple with this, the limits to co-production need to be understood. Drawing on a transdisciplinary project centred on building resilience of low-income households to urban water in Cape Town, South Africa, some lessons are shared. Power dynamics tend to be very entrenched between local government officials and the urban poor. In our case there with few opportunities for meaningful engagements between these groups. Although our project opened up opportunities for engagement between these groups and put local knowledge on the table, the bureaucratic city data systems could not accommodate this new lived knowledge. Similarly, although the project outcome led to new forums where NGO and community members could discuss concerns directly with City officials, these didn’t last due to top-down governance challenges and gatekeeping. The constant fight to find ways to engage with local government is exhausting, particularly for those living in precarious conditions. The presentation ends by posing questions around how co-production approaches might be more systematically integrated in local government climate action, with greater attention given to power and politics, to support transformative adaptation pathways rather than remaining as discrete externally-funded projects?
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