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What would it take for cities in Southeast Asia
to become more sustainable, inclusive, equitable 
and resilient?

Setting the scene
The signi�icance of cities is increasingly recognised 
in global agendas. The Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) explicitly acknowledge the important 
role that cities play in the pursuit of sustainable 
development through Goal 11, which aims to 
‘Make cities and human settlement inclusive,  safe, 
resilient and sustainable’. The 2015 Paris Agreement 
also highlights the key role of local governments in 
the global response to climate change. However, 
many cities face enormous constraints and lack the 
necessary capabilities to effectively deal with the 
issue of climate change. 

Southeast Asia is going through rapid urbanisation. 
By 2030, the urban population is projected to 
increase by 100 million, to 373 million people. 
Although urbanisation is dominated by large 
primate cities and mega-cities, secondary cities are 
growing at a much a faster rate. These trends have 
important implications for climate change and 
sustainable development. The fast pace of 
urbanisation means that small- and medium-sized 

cities are unable to keep up with the provision and 
maintenance of critical urban systems and 
infrastructure; thus lowering cities’ coping 
thresholds to changing weather patterns. 

UCRSEA 
The Urban Climate Resilience in Southeast Asia 
Partnership (UCRSEA) is a �ive year-program led by 
the Thailand Environment Institute and the 
University of Toronto in collaboration with 
academics, researchers, civil society organizations, 
government of�icials and students from the Mekong 
Region and Canada. As Southeast Asia is one of the 
most rapidly urbanising regions of the world with 
increasingly apparent threats from climate change, 
UCRSEA recognises that cities in the region face 
changing risks and vulnerabilities. The programme 
aims to advance the understanding of urbanisation 
and climate change in Southeast Asian cities, build 
bodies of knowledge that will contribute to policy 
change, and provide spaces for informed public 
dialogue.



The interactions between urbanisation and climate change create new risks and patterns of vulnerability 
that will require more adaptive approaches than the traditional emergency relief methods such as ‘predict 
and respond’. New forms of governance that highlight the importance of citizen rights and accountable 
institutions, and a shift towards more learning oriented, �lexible and adaptive policy processes are needed 
to address the risks and uncertainties of climate change. 

There is urgent need to rethink urban policy and practice in the light of regional projections and the gaps 
that clearly exist between current urban development patterns and what is required to realise a sustainable, 
inclusive, equitable and resilient urban future. The speci�ic question arises: how can local governments 
build capacities to play their part in the global climate resilience agenda? 

This multidisciplinary policy forum brings together actors in research, practice and policy to help them 
better understand the complexities of urban climate resilience and identify their roles in addressing key 
challenges. Participants will explore the question: “What would it take for cities in Southeast Asia to become 
more sustainable, inclusive, equitable and resilient?” with dialogue grounded in recent evidence from cases 
around the region. 

By bringing together the knowledge and experience of multidisciplinary researchers, international and 
local practitioners, and decision-makers, this event will generate new knowledge about the realities of 
urban climate resilience, focusing speci�ically on urban governance challenges, roles of the civil society 
and opportunities to address these problems. 
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Urbanisation increases the exposure and susceptibility of urban residents to disasters and climate-related 
shocks, but impacts are felt unevenly among urban populations. Local governments have limited 
accountability to reduce the climate risks facing marginalised community groups, with the long-term 
considerations of climate change adaptation being of much lower priority than short-term economic 
growth. Thus understanding the range of vulnerabilities faced by urban dwellers is critical for small- and 
medium-sized cities to fully engage in resilience building activities. Effective governance and institutional 
capacity must be highlighted when addressing urban climate vulnerabilities.
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